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Abstract
In the music and education fields, researchers have explored the ways people
experience community in classroom and ensemble settings; however, few studies have
focused on the ways adolescents experience community in the children’s choir setting.
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore singers’
perspectives of their experience of community in the Shenandoah Valley Children’s
Choir. Fifteen singers participated in focus group interviews to generate primary data;
rehearsal observations and document analysis served as secondary data sources. Analysis
revealed that participants’ goals and motivations aligned with the stated goals of the
organization, and that these shared goals gave purpose to the community. Giddens’s
(1986) structuration theory and Turner’s (1969) communitas served as theoretical
frameworks in interpreting the results. Participants shared the goals of the organization
and drew on the resources of the choir to accomplish their goals. In turn, their
engagement reinforced the organization, and evidence suggested that some
transformation occurred as the directors sought and valued choristers’ individual and
group contributions. The structure of the choir enabled communitas to blossom in the
liminal and transcendent or sacred moments. Directors facilitated some of these
experiences, and participants identified the spirit of community existing in caring
interactions, particularly during downtime and special experiences.

vi
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Chapter 1: Introduction
“The community is my favorite part…I like to feel connected with my fellow
choristers and SVCC is an amazing part of my life—I don’t know where I would
be without it.”
—Maria
Throughout my career as a music educator, I have often heard students describe
their music ensembles as communities. Their choirs, bands or orchestras provided places
for them to belong, and many even expressed that their ensemble communities felt like
family in the support, care, and acceptance that they experienced, which parallels the
findings of other authors (Mills, 2008; Gallagher, 2016). In such supportive contexts,
students can feel connection with others and perceive safety and opportunity to express
themselves. All people have a need for belonging (Deci & Ryan, 2012), but adolescents
have their own unique needs and desires for connection and expression that participation
in music ensembles can provide. As a choral educator, I have recognized the potential of
choirs as places of connection and belonging for adolescents (Bartolome, 2013; Dabback,
2018; Mills, 2008; Parker, 2010, 2014) and have sought to create ensemble settings that
feel like community.
In the quote above, Maria expressed how meaningful she found her experience in
the Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir, largely because of her perception of the choir as
a community and the connection she experiences with others. Various authors have
studied the ways choirs function as communities and how singers’ needs are met through
their participation in choir. In Dabback’s (2018) study of one Mennonite high school, he
found that the school choirs developed as communities connected through their common
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purpose in music. A sense of belonging was also a factor in students’ participation in the
choirs. Sharlow (2006) reported that choral directors believed the elements of trust,
mutual respect, safety, commitment, and relationships are important in a “choral
community” (p. 21). Similarly, van der Vat-Chromy (2010) found that ensembles where
the elements of safety, identity, transmission, and enculturation are present have great
potential for creating community. Anderson (2013) evaluated students’ sense of
community in their choirs and wrote that integration and fulfillment of needs emerged as
a key factor in students’ sense of community. Students felt choir was a rewarding
experience and that they were able to meet their needs through participation. Those in
more selective ensembles perceived a higher sense of community, connectedness, and
learning than students in less selective ensembles.
Several authors have explored adolescents’ experiences in children’s choirs. In
Bartolome’s (2013) study of values and benefits associated with participation in a
community-based girls’ choir, the researcher found that the participants valued the
process of learning to work with a group and the way that work fostered collectivity
versus individuality. Participants felt that the choir was a supportive community of likeminded individuals, and the girls in the choir enjoyed interacting with other girls who
were equally as committed to the music. Mills’ (2008) studied a children’s choir and
found that choristers viewed the ensemble as a "safe" place where they felt unconditional
acceptance and support from their choir friends. The choristers experienced increased
self-efficacy as they mastered difficult music and felt proud of their achievements with
the choir. The choristers treated each other with support and love and felt a strong bond
with others in the choir.
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Other researchers have studied community in the classroom context, discovering
what helps students meet their needs in the learning setting. Edgar (2014a) examined the
approach of a secondary music teacher who sought to meet students’ needs by listening to
them, taking an interest in them, and helping them even in the form of food or
transportation. This teacher developed positive relationships in the music classroom
which led to observed higher self-esteem, interpersonal relations, attitudes toward
learning and school and self-control in her students. In a study of four instrumental music
classrooms, Edgar (2014b) discovered that positive teacher-student relationships were an
important part of the classroom, and the presence of mutual care, compassion, and respect
were essential to building those relationships for all four teachers and their students. The
teachers fostered a caring environment by modeling caring themselves and showing
interest in students’ lives outside of the music classroom. The teachers nurtured the
students as people and also felt that being a caring teacher increased the quality of music
they produced.
Many researchers have studied the role of caring interactions in the classroom,
noting how caring behaviors, especially from teacher to student, increase connection and
contribute to a positive classroom community. Battistich, Solomon, Watson, and Schaps
(1997) reported that schools that students experienced as communities satisfied their
needs for belonging, autonomy and competence. Teacher practices can impact students’
sense-of-community by establishing a classroom environment in which students support
one another, work collaboratively, and actively participate in day-to-day activities and
decision making. Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010) found that small group classes in which
teachers understand and respond to students’ developmental needs offer an effective
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structure for students to feel supported and connected to a teacher and other students. In
their study, Cooper and Miness (2014) discovered that most students preferred teachers
who engaged students in one-on-one caring interactions. Students interpreted these
interactions as going above and beyond a teacher collectively caring for all students. In a
study with one interdisciplinary eighth-grade team, Kiefer and Ellerbrock (2012) found
that students’ needs for both care and fun were essential to promoting a responsive
adolescent-centered community within their interdisciplinary team. Teachers who
embodied developmentally responsive characteristics and sought to meet students’ needs
helped foster classroom community.
Researchers have explored the importance of safety, connection, satisfaction of
needs, and caring in classrooms and ensembles to the formation of community. I sought
to explore the meaning of community within the Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir, a
children’s choir organization in Harrisonburg, Virginia. Focusing specifically on
adolescents’ experience of community in choir and using conceptions of community,
caring, and social structures, I wanted to explore how members of the organization’s
Concert Choir (ages 10-18) experienced community and what interactions and
motivations contributed to their experiences. In the following sections, I introduce
theoretical constructs culminating in the rationale for the research, the purpose of the
study, and my research questions.

Communitas and Community
Victor Turner used the Latin term communitas to describe the social relationship
of community as opposed to “an area of common living” (Turner, 1969, p. 98). Gómez-
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Ullate and Trujillo (2016) referred to this concept as the “spirit of community” (p. 390).
Turner spent more than two years with the Ndembu tribe in Zambia studying how the
Ndembu people use rituals to transform their society. He discovered that the tribe often
performed rituals, or rites of passage, during times of conflict or stress to bring healing
and transformation. It was during these rituals that Turner observed communitas, which
he defined as “a communion of equal individuals who submit together to the general
authority of the ritual elders” (p. 98).
Turner draws on a concept of rites of passage as described by Arnold van Gennep
in which a ritual has three parts: a) separation, or a suspension of normal life as a
response to a crisis; b) liminality, which is the result of the exit from normal life in which
social status is suspended; c) reintegration, or the reincorporating back into the structure
of society. Through the study of rituals, Turner determined the defining feature of
communitas was liminality, the second stage of ritual, which he described as the space
that is “betwixt and between” (p. 97) and a “blend of lowliness and sacredness, of
homogeneity and comradeship” (p. 98). In liminal moments, people feel a true sense of
togetherness, comradeship, and communion with others, regardless of rank or status.
Other researchers have described communitas in a variety of ways. Pedroza
(2010) explained that communitas is characterized by egalitarianism and togetherness and
can feel like “something magical” (p. 298). Parker (2016) commented on the way
individuals come together in communitas, explaining: “communitas does not involve a
merging of identities; rather the gifts of each person are alive to the fullest” (p. 222).
Hayton’s (2018) wrote that the experience of liminality in communitas promotes
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inclusion and membership within a community, giving rise to a “power-with” dynamic
(p. 885).
Humility is an important feature of communitas. While hierarchy within social
structure may be important for a society’s function, a community can only experience
liminality when those in power are willing to step back and elevate others of lower status.
In Turner’s tribal example of communitas, he explained that the chief may be tempted to
use his power for himself, but he should instead regard his privileges as gifts of the whole
community. The chief should “laugh with the people” and fellowship with the tribe.
Furthermore, rites of passage allow for a role reversal in which “the high must submit to
being humbled” and “the humble are exalted through the privilege of plain speaking” (p.
181). This leadership is congruent with Greenleaf’s (2007) idea of a servant leader, in
which the leader seeks to be a servant to his community, giving voice and power to those
of lower status. This act of role reversal helps to “reanimate the spirit of communitas” (p.
181), breathing new life into the community and increasing members’ sense of collective
identity.
Turner proposed that human relations operate in two modes: the first as a
structured, hierarchical system and the second as a less structured communion of equal
individuals. Societies alternate between these modes:
I infer that, for individuals and groups, social life is a type of dialectical process
that involves successive experience of high and low, communitas and structure,
homogeneity and differentiation, equality and inequality…Each individual’s life
experience contains alternating exposure to structure and communitas…(Turner,
1969, p. 99).
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Turner posited that the ideal for a society is to incorporate communitas values into all
parts of social life, even structured aspects. “The ultimate desideratum…is to act in terms
of communitas values even while playing structural roles, where what one culturally does
is conceived of as merely instrumental to the aim of attaining and maintaining
communitas” (p. 179). Values of “humility, patience, and the unimportance of
distinctions of status, property, age, sex and other natural and cultural differentiae” (p.
191) can be incorporated and synthesized into society’s hierarchical structures.
Researchers have studied communitas in music ensembles. In her study of four
high school choral ensembles, Parker (2016) found that collective, shared experiences in
choirs contributed to students feeling unity and fulfillment; these kinds of experiences are
important to communitas’s liminality. Teachers believed they encouraged communitas by
fostering high-quality music experiences and building relationships with students. Based
on the study’s results, Parker suggested a focus on building individual relationships with
students in order to foster the cooperation and agency necessary in communitas. Parker
also identified barriers, explaining that large class sizes and competition in the choir
program can prevent students from experiencing communitas.
Dabback (2018) also explored communitas in a choral setting in a private
Mennonite high school with a religious culture of singing. He found that horizontal
practices (e.g. relationship-building, the director encouraging student autonomy by
relinquishing some control) contributed to communitas in the school choirs. The choir
director also encouraged social bonding and facilitated activities for choir members to
build relationships. The school’s connection with Mennonite culture’s emphasis on
community and singing also played a role in the development of communitas in the
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choirs, which existed as communities in and of themselves with rituals and conventions
that defined the choirs and allowed members to express identity.
Another conception of community comes from Battistich et al. (1997), who
defined communities as “places where members care about and support each other,
actively participate in and have influence on the group's activities and decisions, feel a
sense of belonging and identification with the group, and have common norms, goals, and
values” (p. 137). They conceptualize schools as communities:
Students have basic psychological needs for belonging, autonomy, and
competence, and that their level of engagement or disengagement with school is
largely dependent on the degree to which these needs are being fulfilled there. In
our conception, however, these needs are given their meaning by, and must be
fulfilled in, a group setting (p. 137).
This definition of community highlights students’ needs for belonging, autonomy, and
competence that they can fulfill in a group setting or classroom community. The three
psychological needs highlighted by Battisitch et al. (1997) align with the needs that Deci
and Ryan (2012) outline in their Self-Determination Theory. Deci and Ryan similarly
believe that all individuals have three universal needs of competence, autonomy and
relatedness (or belongingness), and that these are essential for optimal development and
functioning. The authors defined each of these needs:
Autonomy: “a sense of initiative and ownership in one’s actions. It is supported
by experiences of interest and value and undermined by experiences of
being externally controlled, whether by rewards or punishments.”
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Competence: “the feeling of mastery, a sense that one can succeed and grow. The
need for competence is best satisfied within well-structured environments
that afford optimal challenges, positive feedback, and opportunities for
growth.”
Relatedness: “a sense of belonging and connection. It is facilitated by
conveyance of respect and caring.” (p.1)
Deci and Ryan theorized that all three of these needs are essential for individuals in order
to have healthy development. Battistich et al. built upon this idea, contextualizing it in the
school setting. These researchers believe that students’ needs for belonging, autonomy
and competence are met when they are fulfilled in a “cohesive, caring group with a
shared purpose: that is, a community” (p. 138). When students’ needs are met in this way,
they will become bonded and committed to the school and are inclined to identify with its
goals and values.
McMillan and Chavis (1986) proposed a definition of sense of community that
has four elements: membership, influence, reinforcement, and shared emotional
connection. The researchers described membership as the “feeling of belonging or of
sharing a sense of personal relatedness” (p. 9). They conceptualized influence as “a sense
of mattering, of making a difference to a group and of the group mattering to its
members” (p. 9); and reinforcement as the “integration and fulfillment of needs” (p. 9), or
the feeling that members’ needs will be met through their membership in the group.
Shared emotional connection was the “commitment and belief that members have shared
and will share history, common places, time together, and similar experiences” (p. 9).
McMillan and Chavis proposed that this definition applied equally to all types of
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communities; however, the four elements will be of varying importance depending on the
community.
McMillan revisited the ideas from his original work with Chavis nearly 20 years
later. His 1996 article extended, renamed, and rearranged the initial four principles.
McMillan (1996) proposed the four elements of sense of community as: Spirit, Trust,
Trade, and Art. He explained, “I view Sense of Community as a spirit of belonging
together, a feeling that there is an authority structure that can be trusted, an awareness
that trade, and mutual benefit come from being together, and a spirit that comes from
shared experiences that are preserved as art” (p. 315). In this updated proposal, McMillan
replaced Membership with Spirit as the first principle. The author explained that Spirit
emphasizes the aspects of friendship and truth that are integral in a sense of community,
saying that empathy, understanding, and caring are critical components of creating an
environment in which people feel safe to tell their truth. The second principle changed
from Influence to Trust, and emphasizes the importance of authority structure that allows
members to know what they can expect from each other and their authority. McMillan
highlighted the fact that communities and groups are more cohesive when leaders
influence members and members influence leaders concurrently. The third element of
Trade encompasses the member’s journey from finding common ground with their fellow
members to finding the ways they are different from others and can contribute to the
community. At this point, members have established their safety, and trading becomes
part of the social economy. Lastly, McMillan described Art as a symbol of the
community’s shared history that becomes its story. The writer suggested that a
community chooses the events that become a part of its collective heritage and these
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events honor the community’s transcendent values. Song, dance, and story are all
examples of Art, representing values that outlive community members and remain a part
of the community spirit.

Structuration in Community
As Turner (1969) suggested, individuals continually alternate between
communitas and hierarchical social structures. Anthony Giddens (1986) offered a
sociological framework for examining the structures of systems with a theory of
structuration that proposes systems (e.g., governments, businesses, local organizations)
are continuously generated and regenerated as a result of societal interactions. Giddens
based his theory upon structure and agents, which are connected in a relationship he
termed the “duality of structure” (Giddens, 1986, p. 25). Agents are humans who draw on
structural resources, which are the rules and resources that agents depend on in their
practice (McPhee et al, 2013). Structures shape social systems, but it is human agents
who enact these structures. According to Giddens, structure is a dynamic process, rather
than a steady state, that consists of mutually sustaining rules and resources (Tural, 2017).
Members sustain the larger organization; they reproduce broad structural properties and
also have potential to transform them. Humans are creators and transformers of structure
and have power to shape social systems.
In her study, Billaud (2014) used Giddens’s structuration theory to understand
how members’ perspectives of a community band’s structure influenced their motivation
to participate. Billaud discovered many ways the band’s structure supported members and
helped them fulfill their needs. In turn, members action and agency reinforced the
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structure. Band members valued that the band’s structure allowed them to build
relationships, participate in an activity they enjoyed, and experience special musical
moments. The members used their agency to support the structure of the band by
participating in normative practices, contributing to musical excellence, and engaging in
fundraising. The community band’s structure and agents worked together and reinforced
each other, thus enacting Giddens’s duality of structure.
To fully understand how a community functions, it is necessary to understand
how an organization’s or society’s structure affects the community. Each organization
has its own rules and resources that affect people’s interactions with its structures.
Rosenbaum and Shachaf (2010) explain that structure is the medium through which
people in a community interact; people are always negotiating and interacting through the
structure. Furthermore, Rosenbaum and Shachaf expound on the interaction between the
structure and agents, writing: “Negotiation of this structure is a routine social practice
that has an outcome: a shared understanding of the nature and purposes of the
community’s activities. This social practice creates and recreates the structure of the
community over time” (2010, p. 1942). Communities develop a shared understanding as
members and structures interact in a way that is unique to the community. Understanding
how the structure and members interact gives a fuller understanding to the community
that results.

Caring in Community
Researchers have identified caring as an essential component of a positive
community (Battisitch et al., 1997; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Kiefer & Ellerbrock,
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2012; Sharlow, 2006). Noddings (1988) described caring as a mutual exchange between
two beings. The one-caring responds to the needs and wants of the second. The second,
or the cared-for, contributes to the relationship by recognizing and responding to the
caring. The caring is not complete unless the cared-for recognizes the actions of the onecaring. In mature, mutual relationships, the role of one-caring and cared-for may
regularly exchange places, depending on who is doing the caring in the moment.
Noddings believed that teachers have many opportunities to care for their students and it
is important for them to do so; however, she also emphasized the importance of having
students also practice caring.
Schussler and Collins (2006) conceptualized caring as “a relationship between
people that is marked by a desire to understand the other and help the other reach his
potential, as well as the concern for an organization that has the capacity to succeed or
fail” (p. 1464). In their study, the researchers found that the student participants wanted
to receive care and wanted to demonstrate care. In addition, the researchers discovered
that care was associated with positive outcomes at the school, including the creation of an
environment more conducive to learning.
Focusing on adolescents in the school setting, Kiefer and Ellerbrock (2012)
conceptualized an adolescent-centered community as one that fosters an environment
responsive to students’ needs, including the need to receive care and to experience school
as fun. In their case study of one eighth-grade team, students’ descriptions of fun in
school were associated with caring teacher behaviors and engaging, hands-on activities.
Fun and caring were interconnected to the participants. Students valued teachers who
were relatable and fostered caring student-teacher relationships. They appreciated
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teachers’ efforts to include fun activities in the classroom and perceived that as a form of
care. Teachers’ efforts to demonstrate care and make learning fun led to a sense of
community in the eighth-grade team.
Some researchers have placed such high importance on caring that they have used
it as a descriptor of community. Battisitch et al. (1997) wrote about the importance for a
community to define their values and decided to focus their research on creating “caring
communities” (p. 138) in which “caring and supportive interpersonal relationships”
represented elements of community (p. 140). Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010) believed that
creating a “community of care” in which supportive relationships between teachers and
students are present helps the development of students. The researchers conceptualized a
caring school community as “a place where students and teachers care about and support
each other, where individuals’ needs are satisfied within a group setting, and where
members feel a sense of belonging and identification with the group” (p. 396). This
definition highlights three main components of community that are in agreement with
components in others’ conceptualizations of community: a) care and support (Battistich
et al., 1997; Kiefer & Ellerbrock, 2012), b) meeting each individual’s needs (Battistich et
al., 1997; Kiefer & Ellerbrock, 2012; McMillan & Chavis, 1986), and c) a sense of
belonging within the group (1986; Battistich et al., 1997; McMillan & Chavis).
Studying community in the choral setting, Sharlow (2006) found that choral
conductors believe that caring is an important component in their choral communities.
They expressed the necessity for singers to feel care from the conductor, with a few
directors suggesting that conductors are “caregivers” (p. 85). The participants in the study
also placed high priority on building an atmosphere of care and trust in which the singers
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show care to each other. Conductors believed that caring in the ensemble contributed to a
feeling of safety for the singers, a fulfilling social experience, and a higher level of
music-making.
In Noddings (1988) explanation of caring, caring is an active exchange and is
demonstrated through actions. Ferreira and Bosworth (2001) found that students
descriptions of caring teachers included: helping with work, encouraging, maintaining
orderly atmosphere, providing fun activities, developing personal relationships, and
showing interest in students at personal level. In the high school choirs she studied,
Parker (2016) found that caring directors worked to build relationships with their students
by talking with students individually and learning to know them outside of the classroom.
Parker also witnessed caring among students when they encouraged and helped one
another.
Extant research includes many studies on community in various learning and
choral settings. According to researchers, a spirit of community is important in the choral
ensemble (Anderson, 2013; Parker, 2016; Sharlow, 2006; van der Vat-Chromy, 2010).
Many researchers have sought to discover what aspects contribute to community in a
school setting (Battistich, et al., 1997; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Gallagher, 2016).
Others have focused on the aspects of community in the choral ensemble at the college
level (Sharlow, 2006; van der Vat Chromy, 2010) or high school (Anderson, 2013,
Dabback, 2018; Parker, 2016). Some studies have explored singers’ experiences in
children’s choirs (Bartolome, 2013; Mills, 2008), but few have focused on the features
and perceptions of community in children’s choirs.
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More research is needed to illuminate the perspectives of adolescent singers
regarding their perceptions of community in a choral ensemble. Through my work as a
teacher and volunteer with the Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir, I have witnessed an
ensemble that appears to function as a distinct community and fills a unique need for the
adolescents who are a part of it. To date, no studies focus on adolescents’ experiences of
community in a children’s choir specifically or combine structuration and community as
frameworks. This study seeks to understand more about choristers’ experiences of
community in the Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir through this lens. The purpose of
this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore singers’ perspectives of their
experience of community in the Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir. The following
questions guided the research:
•

What do participants perceive as contributing to their feelings of community?

•

How do participants’ interactions influence their perceptions of community?

•

How do participants describe their motivations for joining the choir?
In the following chapters, I report on my phenomenological study on singers’

experiences of community in SVCC. Chapter 2 is a review of related literature of
community conceptions as related to education and music contexts. In Chapter 3, I
describe the methodology I used to complete the study, including the research design,
data gathering techniques and analytical methods. Chapter 4 contains the data analysis
and findings of the study. In Chapter 5, I offer further discussion and synthesis of the
results and literature as well as provide implications for music education and
recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2: Review of Related Literature
In this study, I sought to discover what contributes to children’s choir
participants’ feelings of community, how interactions influence their perceptions, and
what participants describe as their motivations for joining the choir. Many other
researchers have studied the phenomenon of community in school classrooms and other
choral contexts, although few investigators have explored the concept of community with
children’s choirs. Studies examining learning communities, caring behaviors,
relationships, choral communities, and community in children’s choirs all informed this
study.

Learning Communities
Many researchers have studied the formation and experience of community in
learning settings (Battistich et al., 1997; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Kiefer & Ellerbrock,
2012; West & Williams, 2017). Classrooms often have elements of community, and
many teachers or students may describe their classroom as a “learning community” (West
& Williams, 2017). West and Williams (2017) reviewed the literature on learning
communities to clarify how authors have defined “learning community.” They found that
learning communities are often defined in terms of four shared boundaries: access,
relationships, vision or function. To discover the boundaries of a community, they posed
a question for each of the four boundaries:
Access: “Who is present physically or virtually?”
Function: “Who has been organized specifically to achieve some goal?”
Relationships: “Who feels connected and accepted?”
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Vision: “Who shares the same mission or purpose?”
West and Williams explained that a particular learning community can often be defined
by more than one of these four boundaries.
Battistich et al. (1997) studied 24 elementary schools from across the United
States to determine the effects of a program aimed at helping schools become “caring
communities of learners.” Half of the schools implemented the intervention program, and
the other half made no changes to their curriculum to serve as comparison groups.
Researchers collected baseline and subsequent annual assessments, which included
classroom observations, teacher questionnaires and student questionnaires. Their data
analysis revealed that students' sense of community was strongly associated with the use
of cooperative learning. Battistich et al. concluded that teacher practices impacted
students' sense of community indirectly by establishing a classroom environment in
which students support one another, work collaboratively, and actively participate in dayto-day activities and decision making. They also found that student community was
positively associated with students’ pro-social attitudes, motives, and behaviors. Schools
that students experienced as communities satisfied their psychological needs, such as
personal efficacy and belonging, and the students bonded or attached to the schools,
adopting the values they promoted.
Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010) used a qualitative approach to focus on community
of care in the school setting. In this study, the researchers observed and interviewed one
teacher and the nine students in a Freshman Focus course, a ninth-grade transition course.
Ellerbrock and Kiefer sought to discover how this school created a community of care for
its ninth-grade students, finding that this Freshman Focus class and its teacher were the
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central elements that contributed to the students perceiving a community of care at the
high school. The small class allowed opportunities for the teacher and students to connect
on an individual level and provided a space for students to feel cared for as they accepted
the challenges of transitioning to high school. A key factor in creating a caring
environment was the teacher’s ability to understand the unique developmental nuances
associated with ninth grade students and respond appropriately. The students named a
variety of teacher-displayed traits that helped them feel comfortable and connected to the
group as well as helped them in their transition to ninth grade. Ellerbrock and Kiefer
reported that three components have the potential to create a community of care: (a)
teachers holding positive beliefs about students, (b) supportive teacher-student
relationships, (c) the promotion of students’ academic and life skills. Small intentional
groups or classes (e.g., Freshman Focus class) could be an effective way of building the
relationships that are contribute to a caring community.
Some students have described a sense of community as analogous to family.
Cabello and Terrell (2014) observed ten exemplary teachers and their students over a
period of three months and engaged them through informal interviews and
questionnaires. They sought to discover how ten teachers working in inner-city schools
created classroom climates that provided social and emotional support and help students
"feel like family.” Students expressed that teachers conveyed the feeling of family or
closeness through behaviors such as: using humor, relating personal anecdotes, solving
conflicts fairly, and listening to students. The data revealed that all the teachers integrated
supportive behaviors and cooperative learning into their classrooms on a daily basis. The
teachers fostered student interdependence by facilitating group collaboration activities.
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Teachers also encouraged peer support, and they modeled supportive behaviors and
guided the students on how to do this.
Gallagher (2016) followed one urban teacher in a case study in order to discover
how she used the ideals of “family” and “community” in her urban classroom. The
researcher conducted five teacher interviews and seven participant observation sessions
in the teacher’s eighth grade class as well as one classroom discussion involving 26
students. One of the strongest themes in the case study findings was relationships and the
feeling of family in the teacher’s construction of her professional and pedagogical work.
Gallagher described this teacher’s conception of a classroom family as “a social grouping
wherein we are bound to each other, must care for and are accountable to, one another”
(p. 23). In this teacher’s view, surviving a whole year together relies on developing an
understanding of one another and creating relationships with one another. The teacher
intentionally learned about the students’ home lives in order to better understand her
students. She worked to build a sense of trust with and among her students and regulated
behavior around a norm and ideal of family.
In both of these studies, the researchers and participants considered a feeling of
family to be a positive ideal in the classroom. The classroom family was characterized by
a cohesive environment of trust in which members felt supported and cared for.
Researchers and students in these studies seem to attribute the aspects of being in a
family as positive and supportive, since not all experiences of family are positive (Barber,
1992).
In Kiefer and Ellerbrock’s (2012) qualitative case study, the authors sought to
understand how one interdisciplinary eighth-grade team nurtured an adolescent-centered
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community. They conceptualized an adolescent-centered community as “one that fosters
an environment responsive to students’ needs, including the need to receive care and to
experience school as fun” (p. 2). The researchers believed that adolescents’ experience of
“school as fun,” goes beyond pleasure, enjoyment and a lack of academic rigor as other
research suggests. Instead, Kiefer and Ellerbrock propose that the experience of school as
fun “may include exciting learning activities, forging meaningful connections to the
learning material, in addition to supportive and caring teacher-student relationships” (p.
3). The researchers observed four eighth-grade students, four eighth-grade teachers, and
their principal and interviewed each individually as well as in focus groups. They
reported that students’ need for both care and fun were essential to the promotion of a
responsive adolescent-centered community. Participants perceived care and fun in school
as being connected—teachers were viewed as fun when they were caring and caring
when they were fun. Two key teacher practices that contributed to students’ perceptions
of fun included fostering caring teacher-student relationships and providing engaging,
hands-on activities. Students recognized the time and effort teachers put into creating fun
activities, appreciating the way these hands-on activities enriched their learning. Students
perceived teachers’ efforts to make learning fun as a way that their teachers demonstrated
care.

Caring Teacher Behaviors in Learning Community
Researchers have indicated that supportive behaviors such as caring are integral to
a sense of community. In order to explore the approaches of high school instrumental
music educators to care in their classrooms, Edgar (2014b) conducted a multiple case
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study of four instrumental classrooms. Through teacher, student, and parent interviews as
well as observations, Edgar found that all four of his participants centralized the
importance of being a caring teacher and teaching students to be caring humans to their
education philosophies. For all four of the instrumental music educators and their
students, an essential element for a positive teacher/student relationship was the presence
of mutual care, compassion, and respect. Each teacher articulated the importance of
teaching their students to be good, caring people in addition to competent musicians. The
teachers imposed high standards for both music and interpersonal relationships and
perceived that being a caring teacher increased the quality of the music they produced,
though their primary goal was nurturing the students as people. Study members fostered a
caring environment by modeling caring themselves and showing interest in students’
lives outside of the music classroom. There was also continuity of person, place,
curriculum, and purpose since students worked with these same teachers for years; all
four teachers noted the value in this continuity and relationships that they were
consequently able to build.
In another study, Edgar (2014a) highlighted the importance of caring in a
different school setting. The purpose of the study was to examine a secondary music
teacher’s approaches in responding to eight students’ social and emotional challenges in a
music classroom at an alternative high school. For this single case study, he used
interviews, observations, and artifact collection to focus on a single issue (i.e., social and
emotional interactions in a music classroom) and single classroom (i.e., alternative
school). He found that student misbehavior in the school setting was a common theme,
but that students were well behaved in this teacher’s particular class. The teacher believed
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that misbehavior occurred when a student’s needs were not met, so she supported the
students by taking an interest in them, listening when they came to her with problems and
even providing help in the form of food or transportation. She was also willing to learn
about the interests of the students and connect with music that the students liked. This
teacher’s ability to develop positive relationships in the music classroom led to observed
improved self-esteem, interpersonal relations, attitudes toward learning and school and
self-control.
Ferreira and Bosworth (2001) set out to understand students’ perceptions of
caring in a classroom context and to identify teacher attitudes and behaviors that students
interpreted as caring. Through interviews of 101 students from one urban high school and
one suburban high school, interviewers found two main themes: a) teacher behavior
related to content and pedagogy and b) teacher behaviors that implied a relationship
between the teacher and student. Students valued caring behaviors related to content and
pedagogy such as helping with work, being encouraging, and maintaining an orderly
classroom atmosphere. Also important were teacher behaviors that implied a relationship
between the teacher and student such as showing interest in students as individuals and
showing respect through developing a relationship.
Cassidy and Bates (2005) were intrigued by the learning environment at a school
committed to enacting an ethic of care with a population of “at-risk” adolescents. The
researchers sought to give voice to administrators, teachers, and students as they
experienced and enacted care and to discover the ways this commitment to an ethic of
care affected the learning environment. The investigators gathered data in their
qualitative case study through interviews, field notes and school artifacts. Each of the
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school’s administrators saw caring as embedded in the culture of their school. They
focused on building caring relationships between administrators, staff and students and
made an effort to care for all aspects of students’ lives—not just their academic needs.
The teachers appreciated the students as human beings and viewed them as worthy of
respect. Viewing their roles as flexible, teachers functioned in various roles, including as
a listener, caregiver, mentor, or counselor at any given moment depending on the student
or situation. The students felt welcome and safe at the school and believed that the school
staff valued them. The students at the school felt that the teachers at their school really
wanted them to succeed and would help them with academic problems as well as
personal needs. When asked what a good teacher was, many students listed “caring” as an
attribute, mentioning specific behaviors like listening, taking a personal interest in them,
and treating students with respect. At this school, caring was seen as embedded in
relationships and as being variably responsive to students’ needs. Through this study,
Cassidy and Bates reinforce the ways that caring behaviors on the part of authority
figures can greatly impact the learning environment and foster student safety and success.

Caring Relationships in Community
In all these studies, relationships are an important factor in the formation of a
classroom community. In Cooper and Miness’s (2014) qualitative study, their goal was to
examine whether and how understanding is necessary for care in the classroom setting.
Drawing from the results of a previous survey at a high school, the authors identified five
classes to serve as case studies since they represented different combinations of high and
low results on various portions of the survey. From these classes, the researchers selected
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33 students to participate in an interview and then coded and categorized the interview
results into three types of perceived teacher care: non-caring, virtuous caring and
relational caring. Findings revealed that most students preferred teachers who were
labeled as “relationally caring.” These teachers engaged students in one-on-one
interactions in which they conveyed individually-directed gestures of personal and
academic care that students interpreted as going above and beyond a teacher collectively
caring for all students. While there were a few students who expressed a preference for
not getting close with teachers, the vast majority appreciated it when their teachers sought
to get to know them individually and understand them, thus exhibiting relational caring.
The results indicated that students largely believed that teachers whom they saw as
virtuously caring (i.e., just caring because they “should”) were those whom they
perceived did not understand them. In contrast, those teachers who students perceived as
relationally caring were often the teachers whom they believed truly understood them.
This study suggests that relational care in which teachers engage in caring behaviors with
individual students can be influential in building relationships with students and can
contribute to a caring classroom community.
Van Sickle and Spector’s (1996) research also focused on caring relationships but
included an examination of relationships among students as well as between students and
teachers. The researchers chose to study three science teachers who their graduate school
faculty members, school faculty and students perceived as caring. Van Sickle and Spector
observed and interviewed these educators with the goal of identifying and describing
characteristics of the teachers that led their classrooms to be perceived as caring, looking
for patterns that were consistent among all three teachers in their data analysis. Results
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revealed that these teachers spent time building relationships with students. They spent
much time talking with their students, being out among the students, and providing time
and opportunities for students to relate with the teacher and each other. The teachers
themselves described these relationships as involving establishing and building
interconnections or associations with the students and the content.
After their observations, Van Sickle and Spector grouped what they saw in the
three classrooms into four different types of relationships: teacher-student, studentstudent, teacher-content, and teacher-student-content. The teacher worked to build
teacher-student relationships by reaching out to the students in ways that were relevant to
both teacher and student. The researchers observed student-student relationships grow
through the use of cooperative activities and classroom arrangements in which students
could interact with one another. Teachers were interested in students developing an
understanding of the nature of science and their specific content area, leading the
researchers to observe teacher-content relationships. Van Sickle and Spector explained
that teacher-student-content relationship comprised the intersection of the three other
types. All three teachers knew and understood their students and their content. Because of
this, they were able to create lessons that the students found interesting and relevant and
were thus motivated to learn. This study demonstrated the importance of caring
relationships between teachers and students and among students. Additionally, teachers’
content knowledge and effective delivery has an impact on classroom relationships.
Reviewing literature about community in school settings helped to inform my
goal to explore singers’ perspectives of their experiences of community in a children’s
choir. Researchers have stated that support and care are central to caring learning
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communities. Caring behaviors exhibited by teachers and students contribute to the
atmosphere of a learning environment and promote caring relationships. Caring
relationships between teachers and students and among students contribute to a feeling of
care leading members to feel they are a part of a caring community.

Choral Communities
A number of researchers have studied community in the choral setting. Findings
from the previous studies overlap with the studies on choir as community, but there are
also unique elements of community in the choral setting.
Sharlow (2006) set out to explain, understand, and classify aspects of choral
ensemble interactions by exploring choral conductors’ definitions of what Sharlow
termed “choral community.” Survey data from 295 choral directors representing a variety
of education and experience levels revealed that conductors perceived trust to be an
important aspect of choral community. Directors indicated that individuality, coupled
with some level of vulnerability was essential to creating trust within an ensemble.
Participants indicated that celebration of success, mutual respect and a safe environment
also help to promote the aspect of trust within a choral ensemble. In addition, conductors
believed that commitment and accountability were important aspects of community.
Ensemble members promoted these aspects by working together to create high quality
music and attending rehearsals and events faithfully. Relationships also emerged as
important, including agreement that performance is essential in creating a bond between
the conductor and the singers as well as among the singers. Study participants felt that
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non-musical experiences could have just as large an impact on the formation of
relationships as musical experiences.
Van der Vat-Chromy’s (2010) primary purpose was to investigate the perceived
impact of four elements of choral cultures (i.e., safety, identity, transmission, and
enculturation) undergraduate music majors’ lives within the contexts of auditioned and
non-auditioned choirs. Undergraduate students (N=154) from seven ensembles at three
American universities each completed a survey with qualitative open-ended questions as
well as quantitative Likert-type scale questions that addressed these four elements. The
quantitative data analysis revealed that the category of safety was the most important to
respondents and students identified certain director behaviors, such as knowing
everyone’s names and having informal conversations with choir members, as ways to
foster feelings of safety in the choral ensemble. Van der Vat-Chromy highlighted the
importance of friendships in her results, suggesting that programs that promote
friendships through mechanisms such as small groups or peer mentoring programs can be
helpful to the choir culture. Additionally, those in auditioned choirs ranked the
importance of musical excellence higher than those in non-auditioned choirs and also
ranked the ensemble tradition of a group retreat high.
Participants indicated that they valued help from others in terms of musical
learning as well as assisting in feeling safety or belonging, suggesting that “cultivating
behaviors of ‘helpfulness’ can lead to more fluid and empowering group interactions” (p.
150). Participant responses also indicated connections to Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of
flow which he described as “the holistic sensation present when we act with total
involvement” (2014, p. 136). According to Csikszentmihalyi, this feeling can happen
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when a person is engaged in enjoyable activities that require the use of some of their
skills, such as play, games, music, and dancing. Van der Vat-Chromy identified words
and phrases in the data that she described as indicative of flow experiences and suggested
that flow experiences could be transcendent and meaningful “goose bump moments” (p.
149) that are an important part of the choral experience. Van der Vat-Chromy suggested
that directors should seek to cultivate flow experiences in choral settings.
In Anderson’s (2013) quantitative study, the author examined the relationship
between high-school choir directors’ teaching-style and their choir students’ sense-ofcommunity. Students and directors completed online surveys. Students in auditioned
choirs reported significantly higher sense-of-community, connectedness and learning
than students in non-auditioned choirs. Furthermore, students in choirs that performed
five or more times a year reported significantly higher levels of sense-of-community than
students in choirs who performed less. Additionally, Anderson found that integration and
fulfillment of needs was especially important to the students in the auditioned ensembles.
Anderson surmised that because of the extra effort and commitment it takes to be part of
an auditioned choir, students may have a stronger desire to be in the ensemble. This
increased level of commitment on the part of all members seems to influence the
members’ sense-of-community.

Singing Fosters Community
Some researchers have found that the act of singing itself fosters connections
between individuals. Parker (2010) explored social belonging among choral singers
enrolled in a mid-sized high school chorus in the northeastern United States. Through
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small group interviews, 26 high school students in Parker’s own choir illuminated an
emphasis on collaboration within the choral ensemble. A key finding was that students’
experiences of belonging within their sections greatly affected their feeling of belonging
within the larger ensemble. Participants also commented on how the act of singing
together fostered a sense of belonging. Choir was a place where participants felt relaxed
and able to work toward a common goal with their voices. Parker found that trips were
pivotal bonding experiences, as participants expressed that extra time spent together
during and leading up to the trip increased student belonging. The author suggested that
“student belonging can be facilitated through specific steps taken by the choral director.
Whether investing in social events, taking students away from school for performances,
or staying in the school environment, choral directors have a direct hand in assisting
student belonging in choral ensembles” (p. 350).
Kennedy (2009) set out to describe and interpret the culture of the Gettin’ Higher
Choir, an intergenerational choir of over 300 members, by actively participating in the
choir for a year while researching the group. Through semi-structured interviews with
directors, staff persons, and singers, Kennedy found that the most important feature of
choir membership was the aspect of community established among the choir members.
Many singers developed long-term friendships through their interactions in the choir.
Singers valued the inclusivity of the choir, noting that the choir was welcoming to people
of all ages, genders, sizes and colors. Members of the choir felt united in their shared love
of singing and felt safe in the environment—unafraid of rejection or being singled out.
In a 2014 study, Parker focused on identity development in high school choral
singers. She set out to describe the process of adolescent choral singers’ social identity
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development within three midsized, midwestern high school mixed choirs. Thirty-six
high school choral singers participated in interviews. Results indicated that the act of
singing with others was integral to their identity development and experience in choir.
Parker found that the process of singing with others consistently over time contributed to
the participants’ experiences of belonging and allowed students to get to know each other
better. Participants compared their experience in choir to a team or family, noting loving
relationships among choir members and emphasizing that each person and section was
integral to the function of the choir. These results suggest that singing in and of itself can
contribute to strengthening of personal relationships as well as group cohesion that is
necessary to experience a sense of community.

Community in Children’s Choir
There are fewer extant studies on the experience of community in children’s
choirs. In Bartolome’s (2013) study, the researcher explored the perceived values and
benefits associated with participation in a highly successful community-based girls’
choral ensemble. Through year-long documentation of rehearsals and special events as
well as semi-structured interviews with the choristers, faculty members and other
involved adults, Bartolome found emergent themes that included musical, social,
personal and external benefits. The researcher posited that participants valued the process
of learning to work with a group and how that fostered a sense of collectivity versus
individuality. The choir displayed a climate of collaboration, and the choristers interacted
respectfully with their peers as well as with their directors. Choristers often commented
that the choir was an open and accepting community, where they felt like “everybody is
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friends with everybody else” (p. 409). Bartolome commented that the choir was a
supportive community of like-minded individuals, and the girls in the choir enjoyed
interacting with other girls who were equally as committed to the music. Girls of the
choir were more likely to identify friendships and educational components as significant
benefits of choir membership, overshadowing the performance aspect of the experience.
The purpose of Mills’ (2008) study was to explore the effects of participation in a
community children's choir on participants’ identities. Mills conducted two interviews
with a focus group of six choristers selected by purposeful sampling. She also
interviewed a former member of the choir as well as the director of the choir to explore
her questions. She reported that, through their experiences and relationships in the choir,
the choristers’ self-concepts were enhanced in the areas of commitment and prioritizing,
mental and behavioral self-discipline, social skills, respect for others, confidence, and
leadership. The children's choir was a "safe" place where the choristers felt unconditional
acceptance and support from their choir friends, which was a contrast to the way they felt
at school, where they experienced judgement from their peers. Mills also found that the
choristers' self-efficacy increased as they realized that they had the ability to master
difficult repertoire and achieve a high level of technical proficiency.
Mills reported that the children's choir had a specific and powerful collective
identity that exerted a strong influence on the participants. Many participants referred to
the choir as a “family,” explaining that they felt this way because of the strong
attachment they had to their choir friends. Mills commented on the way the choir
functioned as a “choir family” with each member fulfilling a role just as in a family. The
choristers treated each other with the emotional support, unconditional love, and
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guidance that the researcher described as present in an ideal sibling relationship. The
director was viewed as a parental figure and the choristers appreciated the guidance,
training and environment for music-making that she provided. The choristers felt that
they could trust that everyone in the choir would be accepting, kind, and look out for each
other. Choristers held fast to the ideals of the children’s choir, and they spoke with pride
about their association with the group. They held to the musical achievement and
prestigious performing opportunities of the ensemble as something that they were not
only proud of but also something that they took part in creating. Involvement in the
children's choir enhanced choristers' self-concept, self-esteem, and self-efficacy.

Communitas and Structuration in Music
Dabback (2018) sought to identify and define aspects of the educational and
community culture that underlay a Mennonite school music program, facilitated students’
motivation to continue participation, and contributed to individual and group identity.
Through observations and semi-structured interviews with the choir director and six choir
students, the researcher found that the school choirs developed as communities connected
through their common purpose in music. A sense of belonging was also a factor in
students’ participation in the choirs. Dabback observed horizontal practices in the choir,
such as relationship-building among the students, and the director encouraging student
autonomy by relinquishing some control. The director played an important role in
facilitating close interactions among students that led to a sense of belonging and
perceived inclusive culture. These horizontal practices and close interactions contributed
to a sense of unity and shared power that contributed to communitas in the choirs. The
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school’s connection with Mennonite cultural emphasis on community and singing also
played a role in the development of communitas in the choirs. The choirs existed as
communities in and of themselves with rituals and conventions that defined the choirs
and allowed members to express identity.
In her study, Parker (2016) set out to learn about four midwestern choral teachers’
experiences of creating and sustaining community within their public-school choirs. The
case study included an in-depth look at four different teachers and their classroom
communities through interviews, written and observational data, and artifacts. Using
communitas as a framework: Parker identified four themes from the data: (a) Support and
Care; (b) Fostering a Sense of Belonging and Acceptance; (c) Quality Creates and
Inhibits Community; and (d) Program Legacy and Vision. Parker found that collective,
shared experiences in the choirs contributed to students feeling unity and fulfillment;
these kinds of experiences are important to the liminality of communitas. The teachers in
the study believed they encouraged communitas by fostering high-quality music
experiences and building relationships with students. All four of the teachers in the study
felt it was important that their students felt cared for and therefore worked intentionally to
support students. They planned intentional activities such as welcome games, student
pairings, and annual traditions to help students feel welcome and like they belonged in
the classroom. The researcher concluded that the teachers created and sustained choral
communities through their consistent effort to build individual and large-group
relationships with their choirs, particularly their auditioned groups.
In her study, Parker also identified barriers, explaining that large class sizes and
competition in the choir program can prevent students from experiencing communitas.
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One of the teachers particularly focused on caring for individual students and had smaller
ensembles, which allowed the students and teacher to “let go of their statuses, shedding
their egos” (p. 233). The other three teachers seemed to focus on caring for the large
group, with less effort to care for the individuals of the ensemble. These programs had
large class sizes and a more competitive atmosphere among the students. Parker
identified this competition in the ensembles as a barrier to communitas. Through study
findings, Parker encouraged teachers to choose to show care to individuals rather than
just the whole group, because through that process, they may create a space for coconstruction, cooperation, and agency, leading to a sense of communitas.
In her study, Billaud (2014) used Gidden’s structuration theory to understand how
a community band’s structure influences the motivation to participate according to the
perceptions of musicians in the band. Over the course of four months, Billaud
interviewed 31 band members and the band director in addition to conducting
observations and reviewing documents. Billaud discovered many ways the structure of
the band supported the members and ways in which the members reinforced the structure.
Billaud also tied findings to the fulfillment of needs, as outlined by Self-Determination
Theory, explaining, “when the structure supports what a person needs, then participants
reinforce the structure through their participation” (p. 68). Through her study, Billaud
found that the community band’s structure supported social interaction and members
needs for relatedness through normative practices such as conversations throughout
rehearsals, welcoming new members, and humorous exchanges. By welcoming new
members and following these normative practices, members created an environment in
which members’ needs were fulfilled, thus reinforcing the structure of the band. The rules
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established within the band structure allowed for the formation of musical and personal
relationships, which led to continued evolution of the band as members reinforced the
structure. Billaud also discovered that the participants cared about each other and that the
structure was set up to show care. Relationships were important and band members
desired to do their part musically as well. One other way participants exerted their role as
agents to transform the structure was by enhancing the band’s finances through
fundraising. Band members used their agency to support the band and ensure its
continuance.
Members also drew on the resources of the band in the way that the structure of
the band allowed a space for members to participate in an activity that they all valued.
The members experienced peak moments in the band that allowed them to feel
excitement, awe, and a sense of being connected to God. Members used the structure of
the band to recreate these special moments when they were totally absorbed in the
musical experience. Participation in the band offered the opportunity to experience these
moments.
The experience of community in a group setting can be different for each person
and in each context. In the classroom setting, researchers have suggested that students
experience community when there are supportive teacher-student relationships and
student interdependence. Caring teacher behaviors such as listening, showing an interest
in students’ lives outside of class, and helping with academic and personal needs help
build supportive teacher-student relationships. Cooperative learning and small groups
allow for relationship-building and connection among students that foster community.
Students value positive learning environments in which teachers show care, connection
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and content knowledge and students feel connected with their peers. Through these
teacher and peer relationships, a classroom becomes a learning community.
In choral settings, researchers suggest that support, belonging, friendships and
safety are aspects that contribute to the sense of community in a choir. A strong choral
community is a place where members and directors enact trust, respect and commitment.
Choir communities are often united by their common purpose in music making or
performance. The act of singing itself can contribute to a sense of belonging in choir.
Singing together through time can help people get to know each other and strengthen
personal relationships.
Researchers have witnessed communitas and structuration at work in music
ensembles. Communitas emerges from relationship-building between the director and
musicians and among the musicians. Collective, shared experiences also help create
communitas in an ensemble, although large class sizes and competitive environments
interfere with the development of communitas. Structuration can manifest in an ensemble
through the interaction between the structure of the ensemble and the members. Members
may draw on the structure of the ensemble to build relationships, participate in an
enjoyable activity and experience peak moments. The structure of an ensemble may be
reinforced when the members act in accordance with the ensemble’s normative practices
and contribute to the musical quality.
Through studies on children’s choirs, researchers have suggested that choristers
value the safety and acceptance they find in their choir communities, placing importance
on friendships they develop through choir. Choristers appreciate being surrounded by
peers who are equally committed to music and they are proud of their involvement in
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their children’s choirs. Another benefit of the children’s choir experience is the
collaboration that is fostered, and the way choristers learn to work as a group towards a
goal. Choristers’ self-concept and self-esteem can be enhanced through participation in
children’s choir.
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Chapter 3: Method
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore singers’
perspectives of their experience of community in the Shenandoah Valley Children’s
Choir. The following questions guided the research:
•

What do participants perceive as contributing to their feelings of community?

•

How do participants’ interactions influence their perceptions of community?

•

How do participants describe their motivations for joining the choir?

Qualitative research approaches “allow us to build a robust understanding of a topic,
unpacking the meanings people ascribe to their lives” (Leavy, 2017, p. 124).
Phenomenological research falls under the umbrella of qualitative research and is more
specifically concerned with understanding a person’s lived experience, or as Gall et al.,
(2007) notes, “the way the world appears to individuals when they lay aside the
prevailing understandings of those phenomena and revisit their immediate experience of
the phenomena” (p. 495).
I chose a phenomenological approach since I sought to study a particular
phenomenon—in this case, singers’ experiences of community in a particular choir (Gall
et al., 2007). I wanted to conduct interviews to hear directly from singers in the choir, and
the principles of phenomenology are in accord with the methodological techniques of
interview (Leavy, 2017). Since I wanted to speak to a larger number of choristers, I chose
to employ focus group interviews as opposed to individual interviews. I also wanted to
observe group interaction among the participants (Morgan, 1997).
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The Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir
The Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir (SVCC) is in its 30th year and is based
in Harrisonburg, Virginia. The choir’s mission statement as appears on their website
reads “The Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir nurtures young people by developing
excellent musicianship, creating artistic choral performances, and fostering meaningful
relationships” (svcc.org, n.d). SVCC provides opportunities for children ages 5-18
through beginning level “Explorers” classes and the performing choirs that include the
introductory “Prep Choir,” the intermediate “Treble Choir,” and the flagship “Concert
Choir.” This study focused on the Concert Choir comprised of singers ages 10-18 from
the surrounding geographical area, including some children who traveled up to one or
two hours one-way to participate in the choir. While demographics fluctuate from year to
year, at the time of this study, Concert Choir consisted of predominantly white, middle
class adolescents and was approximately 65% girls and 35% boys with one non-binary
student. Through its history, the auditioned Concert Choir has performed locally,
regionally, nationally, and internationally in concerts and at numerous conferences,
including the American Choral Directors’ Association Southern Division conferences. It
has performed with ensembles such as the American Boy Choir, Voces8, and The
Washington Symphonic Brass Quintet. The choir has also regularly participated in choral
festivals in the United States and has traveled internationally to places like Peru and Italy.
SVCC has employed two artistic/executive directors during its 30 years of
existence. In addition, one interim director, one long-term assistant director, and
numerous assistant directors and musicianship instructors have worked with the choirs.
SVCC staff also includes pianists, a choir manager, a librarian, and a director of support
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services. It operates as program of Eastern Mennonite University (EMU) with an external
advisory board. The university provides facilities and resources for weekly rehearsals,
concerts, and office spaces. While SVCC is affiliated with EMU, the choir is a separate
program that is not a Mennonite organization, and choristers do not need to align with
Mennonite values to participate. Choristers pay tuition to participate in the choir and
financial aid is available to those who are not able to pay full tuition. Choristers, their
families, and directors also engage in fundraising to pay for expenses that are not covered
by tuition.

Participants
I gained access to the choir through my previous volunteer and teaching
experience. After I received approval from the James Madison University Institutional
Review Board, I recruited study participants, who included 15 members of SVCC’s
Concert Choir. I employed stratified purposeful sampling to include participants at
defined points of variation (varying levels of choir experiences, ages, schooling
experience, and gender) with respect to the phenomenon I studied (i.e., experience of
community within the group) (Gall et al., 2007). To identify participants, I asked the
choir manager to send out an email to all then- current Concert Choir choristers and
parents with an invitation to participate in my study (see Appendix E). Interested
choristers sent me an email, to which I replied with forms and information. Each
participant completed and returned an assent form (see Appendix C), and their
parent/guardian completed a consent form (see Appendix D). The 15 choristers who
volunteered for the study represented varying levels of experience in SVCC (one
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semester up to 9 years), ages (12-18), schooling experience (5 public school, 5 private
school, 5 homeschool), and gender (11 girls and 4 boys). To aid with scheduling the
interviews and creating the focus groups, participants completed a scheduling form
indicating their availability. Once I created the groups based on criteria of age, gender,
school experience, choir experience, and availability, I emailed participants with their
interview time and Zoom link.

Positionality
I served as a moderator/interviewer for the focus group interviews in this study as
well as a participant observer for rehearsal observations. Through my connection with the
choir as a teacher and volunteer for two years prior to the study, I had experience with the
ensemble and its directors. I brought a positive bias to the study because of my positive
experiences with the choir and choral singing more generally. Additionally, I am familiar
with the context in which SVCC is situated because I graduated from EMU and identify
as Mennonite. While neither of these affiliations were significant factors in the choir or
the focus of this study, they are part of my identity and contributed to my interpretive
lens.
During the time of data collection, I was in a supportive volunteer role, offering
advice and leading warm ups when asked by the directors. I had previous, although not
extensive, interactions with most participants in the study. Participants were familiar
enough with me to feel comfortable to speak, but as I was not a main authority figure in
the choir my hope was that they would be forthright in their comments.
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Data Collection
I designed the study to utilize data from multiple sources. Focus group interviews
and the resulting transcriptions served as the primary data, while field notes from
observations and analysis of public documents such as the SVCC website and programs
served as secondary data. Having multiple sources of data provides the opportunity to
cross-check participant statements and examine assertions, thus building confidence in
the findings (Leavy, 2017).
I utilized semi-structured focus group interviews for this study. Focus groups
allowed me to learn about the perspectives of as many choristers as possible and observe
interactions within the groups, which individual interviews cannot offer (Morgan, 1997).
Since the purpose of the study was centered on the experience of community, discussing
this in a socially interactive focus group setting was especially suitable (Morgan, 1997).
Semi-structured interviews involve asking structured questions (see Appendix B)
and then probing more deeply to obtain additional information (Gall et al., 2007). I
created three heterogeneous focus groups that each included five choristers of varying
ages, schooling experience (public, private, homeschool), gender, and choir experience
levels to maximize the possible responses. This group size was large enough to foster
conversation among participants, but not too large that participants felt limited in the time
they each had to talk (Liamputtong, 2011). I chose to use heterogeneous groupings
because such variety can increase the effectiveness of assessing community attitudes and
beliefs and interactions in such groups may elicit a more diverse range of responses
(Liamputtong, 2011). Participants’ shared experiences as members of the Concert Choir
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helped them to feel comfortable and promoted fluid discussion among themselves
(Liamputtong, 2011).
Interviews took place online via Zoom and were screen and audio recorded. I
chose to use Zoom largely because of the need for social distancing during the COVID19 pandemic in Spring 2021 and partly because of the convenience of participants being
able to attend from their different locations. Choristers were familiar with using Zoom
since it was frequently utilized for choir meetings during the COVID-19 pandemic.
During each interview, I took notes in a notebook only for the purpose of developing new
questions or noting big ideas. These notes did not contain any identifying information.
After each of the interviews, I identified any initial big ideas that emerged during the
interview—considering the participants' words, ideas that occupied the focus group,
intensity of participants' responses, as well as nonverbal communication (Vaughn et al.,
1996). Each interview lasted between 35 and 60 minutes, totaling 2 hours and 10
minutes.
I conducted observations at three rehearsals, including a spring retreat, over the
course of a month prior to the interviews. Since I was attending rehearsals as a volunteer
and was offering feedback and help as requested, I engaged in participatory observation
in which I was engaged as a participant in the activities of the group as well as a
researcher (Leavy, 2017). During the rehearsal, I took notes in a notebook on the events
of rehearsals as well as the types of interactions I witnessed. Afterward, I transferred the
notes to my password-protected laptop and followed up with summary and interpretation
notes (Leavy, 2017). During the analysis process, I used information from public SVCC
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documents (i.e., the website and concert programs) to provide insight into the
organization and to compare to confirm or disconfirm interview data.

Data Analysis
I recorded each focus group interview in the Zoom cloud. The software
automatically created an audio transcript. I downloaded the recording and audio transcript
to my password-protected computer within two days of each interview and then deleted
all files from the Zoom cloud. I reviewed and edited each of the transcripts for accuracy
and changed all participant names to pseudonyms.
After I completed the transcriptions, I used the focus groups data analysis
approach outlined by Vaughn et al. (1996). I first coded each interview transcription by
identifying relevant words from the transcript. Next, I categorized the codes by creating
groups of related words, then continued the analysis by identifying themes that
considered the big ideas from the focus group data as well as the codes and categories.
Once I refined the themes and categories for each individual focus group, I identified
common themes and categories across the three focus groups.
The final stage of this study was synthesizing the results and reporting the
findings. I used triangulation of data sources to build confidence in the findings (Given,
2008) by using the data from the observations and from document analysis to examine
the assertions from the interviews (Leavy, 2017). I sought to build trustworthiness and
maximize confirmability by being transparent about positionality, data collection and
analysis (Given, 2008). Additionally, my advisor reviewed and audited throughout the
research process to verify the interpretations of data (Given, 2008). Leavy (2017) noted
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that “the voices of the participants are primary in qualitative research” (p. 156), so I
sought to highlight participant voices by including many quotes and bringing the
participant experience to the forefront. I assembled the voices and data in the results and
reflected upon them through the frameworks of communitas and structuration in the
discussion.
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this study was to explore singers’ perspectives of their experience
of community in the Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir. Through three focus group
interviews, rehearsal observations, and analysis of SVCC documents that included the
website and concert programs, I found that the participants’ experiences of community
closely aligned with the mission statement of the SVCC organization. The mission
statement outlined interrelated goals that were critical to the conception and formation of
community in the choir. In addition, caring interactions among the choristers and between
the choristers and directors provided the necessary support for all members to work
together toward their goals. Shared experiences were also an important component that
allowed the choristers to experience community.
The choir’s mission statement emphasizes musical, performance and relationship
building aspects of the choir: “The Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir nurtures young
people by developing excellent musicianship, creating artistic choral performances, and
fostering meaningful relationships” (svcc.org, n.d). Through my interviews with
choristers, I found that choristers valued the relationship-building aspect of the choir as
much as, or even more than, the musical and performance aspects. Although I did not
make students aware of the choir’s official mission statement, and I suspect most of them
were not familiar with it, their responses indicated a close alignment with the stated
values and goals, which were central to the community and provided common ground
and motivation for the choristers.
Toward the beginning of each focus group interview, I asked participants to each
share three words that came to mind when they thought of their experience in the choir.
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Many choristers chose the same words to describe their experience. Figure 1 represents
participant answers:

Figure 1
Participant's Descriptions of their Experiences in SVCC
10
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Note. Participant responses to question: “What three words come to mind when you think
of your experience in SVCC?”

Five of the top six answers reflect an emotional or interpersonal emphasis. Without being
prompted to describe any aspects of community (although they did know what the focus
of the interviews was), participants responded with words often attributed to a feeling of
community (Anderson, 2003; Bartolome, 2013; Cabello & Terrell, 2014; Sharlow, 2006).
Answers also reflected the various aspects of the shared goals that they later described
and were promoted by the SVCC organization.
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Developing Excellent Musicianship
As an organization, SVCC states “developing excellent musicianship” as one of
its goals in its mission statement, which was a theme expressed by the choristers who
participated in the interviews. Almost all focus group members mentioned increasing
their musicianship, or musical skills. Melanie’s first comment about what she hopes to
get out of being in SVCC was:
More musical knowledge. I'm not very good at reading music yet. And seeing the
way all these other people around me have been able to learn, that gives you a
sense of confidence that I can learn myself. And that's really helpful. So if I can
learn to read music with [the choir] and all the great stuff they do, who knows
what I could do in the future!
Many participants cited their desire to learn and grow as musicians, with one
participant calling their participation a “positive learning experience all the way through.”
Participants specifically spoke about their desires to learn how to read music, learn to
sing in parts, learn how to sing in different languages and expressed that SVCC helped
them learn more about music than they might at school. Andrea stated, “I joined SVCC
because I also love music, but I also wanted some new challenges with music.”
The directors intentionally selected music to challenge the choristers musically.
The SVCC website reads “Focusing on high-quality performance, Concert Choir sings
treble and mixed-voice repertoire using two- to four-part harmony, challenging vocal
technique, score analysis, dissonant intervals, and multiple foreign languages.” Past
repertoire included a mix of secular and sacred music, a variety of languages and
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genres, and a wide variety of instrumental accompaniment instruments and
combinations.
During my observations, I observed choristers and directors all working to
increase choristers’ musical skills. The directors spent time teaching and honing
musical skills and concepts while working through repertoire with the ensemble.
Choristers were attentive and responsive to the directors’ requests and engaged in the
process by answering questions and participating in activities. During weekly
rehearsals, there is a block of time that choristers spend in “Musicianship” classes—small
group classes of choristers arranged by skill level to provide more individualized
instruction on solfege, notation, sight reading and music theory concepts. These classes
ranged from true beginner classes all the way up to the “Advanced Plus” class that
focused on college-level music theory.
Participants perceived that other choristers shared their goal of developing
excellent musicianship. One study member said that she saw evidence of this when
her peers completed the assigned homework each week. Elizabeth commented on her
fellow choristers:
There’s those that get better in theater or music theory and are going to
college for that. And they have said maybe they wouldn't have been able to do
that if they hadn't learned what they had in SVCC with the community
helping them.
The choristers’ perceptions that others in the community are similarly committed to
growing as musicians gives a sense of comradery and shared purpose that is integral
to the feeling of community in the choir.
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Creating Artistic Choral Performances
Interview participants identified performance as a main reason for their
involvement in the choir. Stephen expressed this as his primary goal:
I think [my goal] would be the ability to perform…learn more how to talk to
people. And that might be why some people would like to join. That's part of why
it's nice to be in choir because I can perform on a stage and then interact with
people and I get better at that.
The directors build the SVCC schedule around performances, and each rehearsal is
largely focused on rehearsing repertoire that will be performed in an upcoming concert.
The choir performs a Fall Concert, Christmas Concert, and Spring Concert each year. In
addition to those, there are often other performances at music conferences, in the
community, and on trips. Nora comments about concerts: “We do the regular concerts,
the spring concert and the winter concert, but I really like the concerts where we go out to
homes or things like that. And then we sing for the residents there. And it's nice.” Nora
indicated that these special performances represent a form of service—opportunities to
make an impact on others with their music. Melanie also indicated that sharing their
music with others is an important part of performing with SVCC, saying:
Doing something good for a good cause. I mean the joy you get out of it, the, the
way you make other people feel, I feel like that's really important because we
didn't do all the work for nothing. I love the look on people's faces after a good
performance.
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Melanie’s comments also reflect a spirit of comradery and “joy” that arises
through performing. Several participants expressed feeling “proud” of being in the choir
and that it was “special,” often citing performance as one of the reasons for their feelings.
One focus group spent some time talking about this aspect, using the word “professional”
to describe their perceptions of the choir:
Trent: It feels really special. It feels like I'm a part of a big thing that...it's very
professional and yeah, it makes me feel good.

Skylar: I agree with him. I feel like a lot of my friends know about this. And I talk
about it pretty often. I feel very proud...and professional.

Leah: I agree that it feels very professional and it makes you feel like you're
working toward a goal and kind of like he said...you feel like you're part of
something bigger because there's sort of, there's both like a concrete goal and sort
of more of an abstract one. Like we want to know the music, but we also want to
like, make something out of it and it can feel intense at times, but it feels pretty
fulfilling because of the interpersonal aspects of it. And the more artistic
elements, even when the technical stuff gets hard, it ends up being worth it.
In this conversation, the participants highlighted the way being in the choir, particularly
performing in the choir, helped them to feel connected to others while they all worked
together toward something they found fulfilling and meaningful. They felt that their
performances affected others positively and they enjoyed being a part of an organization
that they believe is perceived as professional and has a positive impact.
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During the rehearsals I observed, the directors emphasized the importance of
being professional, reiterating the importance of being on time to rehearsals and also
highlighting the way each person contributes to the presentation of the choir and the way
the choir as a whole is received by the audience. In addition to the rehearsal time spent on
crafting a unified sound, directors worked with choristers to produce a unified
appearance, whether it be in the way they walked onstage, stood during and between
songs, or executed group choreography. Choristers responded to director instruction,
working to refine their singing, movement or body language to achieve the unified
performance. Before one rehearsal, some choristers participated in a chorister-initiated
practice session to work on choreography for one of their concert songs. Directors
publicly affirmed this chorister initiative during the rehearsal. This interaction between
the directors and the choristers demonstrated the choristers’ commitment to a unified,
choir appearance, and the directors demonstrated an appreciation for their work and
commitment.
Performances represented an important way for the choir to publicly showcase
their cooperative efforts for something they deemed as a “good cause,” often as a form of
service. Through performance, choristers benefitted from their participation in the
organization by experiencing joy, fulfillment, pride, artistry, and connection.
Performances allowed the choristers and directors to collectively tell the story of their
community (McMillan, 1996). Performances served as bonding experiences and were a
critical part of the choristers’ experiences in SVCC, leading them to feel pride and
affection for the ensemble.
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Fostering Meaningful Relationships
Choristers expressed that building relationships was an integral part of their
experiences in SVCC, and participants spoke highly of the relationships they formed
through their involvement in the choir. Multiple participants expressed that building
relationships was the most important reason for their choir participation. Leah explained
how her goals shifted over time:
I feel like I went into it thinking, okay, I'm going to improve my musicianship.
I'm going to learn things that we don't cover in school choir, this is going to be
higher caliber. And then I ended up...While that was really valuable, and I was
still really passionate about that...I found that building the community and
working together and making new friends ended up being as valuable, if not more
valuable than the more technical side of things.
Participants repeatedly mentioned how important their friendships with other choristers
were to their SVCC experience, with some commenting that they were closer to their
SVCC friends than their school friends. Skylar said:
I would say I'm pretty much an introvert. So I have one or two friends, maybe like
a group of four at the most, but … in SVCC, I found a group of people that was
really fun to be around. It was always just great. And some of my friends at
SVCC I'm closer to than my school friends, which honestly is crazy because I live
about an hour away from everyone there.
These friendships were built through interactions among the choristers as well as shared
experiences that bonded them together.
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The theme of connection during downtime emerged in all three focus groups. The
scenarios that participants described where they felt they were able to build relationships
were often during times between structured activities. A few participants shared that they
enjoyed playing games with other choristers before rehearsal. One chorister explained
that she enjoyed joking around with her friends and the director during transitions in
rehearsal. During my rehearsal observations, I observed choristers interacting during
downtime—transitions and breaks. I also witnessed a small number of choristers sitting
by themselves or spending time on their phones, perhaps indicating that not all choristers
experience connection with others during downtime.
Another theme that emerged in all three of the focus groups was how choristers’
small group “pods” deepened their sense of community within the choir. These pods
consisted of 8-10 choristers of various ages, each led by two “head choristers.” Directors
intentionally created the pods and assigned students to them for an entire school year.
Pods met at various times throughout the year—at fall and winter retreats and
occasionally on a rehearsal evening—to complete activities together, such as to create a
skit or talk about practice strategies. Pod members often exchanged phone numbers and
were encouraged to text their head choristers with questions.
Participants commented on how spending time with their pod members helps
them build relationships. Elizabeth explained:
I think having head chorister time and pod time sort of solidifies a smaller group
that you can interact with on different days, which makes you feel more part of
the choir, as well as being able to suggest ideas to the directors or anyone else for
ideas.
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Gabe said that the pods help him feel a sense of community in SVCC, explaining, “I have
a hard time talking to people and that [pod] kind of forces me to talk to people.” Others
commented that the time in these pod small groups allows them the opportunity to get to
know each other and relate to each other on topics beyond the choir agenda.
The SVCC organization publicly names relationship-building as one goal of the
choir. The choir’s website includes a page labeled “Community” that reads: “SVCC
choristers are a part of a vibrant community that enjoys singing together and spending
time together in rehearsals, on trips, retreats and more.” Many pictures of choristers and
directors interacting at retreats, trips and special events were featured on this page,
indicating that these types of events as well as positive interactions were important to the
choir community.
In focus group interviews, participants explained how trips and retreats create
opportunities to build relationships. Elizabeth described her perspective:
On trips…you can know what people are like more, because in choir, people are
usually on somewhat their best behavior. But on trips you can actually know who
they are, and you can actually have fun conversations, play games and have lots
of fun.
Leah elaborated on how trips allow for
more time to connect with others and provide special experiences:
For normal choir rehearsals, like every Monday, I find it personally a little harder
to have conversation...when people might not show up around your time or might
rush out the door afterwards. There's not always that communication time, but
then on weekends, before performance, or when you go on a trip, there's all of this
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crammed together time that you just can't escape anybody that you can just sort of
talk to and, you know, get to know someone you might not have gotten to know
before…I think as important as the actual singing and rehearsing together is, I
think having some downtime where we're all forced to be together and...no set
agenda is really helpful...I have a lot of fond memories of like the DC trip and we
had Korean brunch one time and it was just a really new environment and it really
made us all come together.
This comment indicates the importance of chorister connection time outside of structured
activities as well as the significance of special events that allow for bonding and
comradery.
Participants also cited day-long fall and spring retreats as times where they had
the opportunity to connect with others. Retreats included music rehearsal, pod time,
group pictures and group social activities such as a campfire where students sang nonrepertoire songs and ate snacks together. Julia shared: “I liked [the retreat] because I felt
like I got to know the people there better since we were there for such a long time.” Other
participants agreed, explaining that retreats allowed more relaxed downtime to talk to
other choristers, participate in social activities, and spend time with their pods. As
evidenced in previous participant statements, choristers often found time to connect and
build relationships during extended downtime that trips and retreats facilitated. Trips and
retreats also provided unique shared experiences that helped choristers bond. The
relationships formed during these times were foundational to the chorister experience in
SVCC.
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To foster relationship-building among the choristers, the SVCC directors used
specific structures and activities. One focus group discussed their appreciation of the way
the directors do things to intentionally facilitate positive interactions among choristers.
Nora spoke in regard to what she sees directors do to build community “Just by coming
up with the idea that you get to go into groups with people and talk about things with
them. That way I feel a sense of community.” She also described appreciation for a song
that the directors intentionally lead at the end of rehearsals sometimes, saying: “For me,
it's always singing Siyahamba. They're just awesome moments…we do it almost every
night, but it's just one of those times after we've worked hard, you kind of get to let
loose.” In response to Nora’s comment, Andrea remarked about an end-of-rehearsal ritual
that she appreciates: “I like at the end, when they say handshake, high five, or hug, it kind
of closes things in a loving way.” These participant reflections indicate an appreciation of
shared rituals in which the choristers and directors engage each time they are together.
The directors also facilitate relationship-building through assigned seating. Many
choristers noted that they appreciate the opportunity to get to know other choristers with
whom they would not normally interact, and that assigned seating played a role in that.
Skylar explains:
The way we're placed...if you're next to someone who isn't the kind of person you
would normally be friends with...I'm an introvert and it's hard to talk to people. So
it helps me get out there and make a new friend or acquaintance even. And it's
definitely very helpful.
Leah agreed and elaborated:
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In theory, I always want to sit with my friends and be near people I know already,
but I really end up liking randomly assigned seating or height assigned seating ...I
feel like that's how I've made more friends that I might not have otherwise.
These comments reflect how the choristers appreciate the way that certain choir
structures such as pods, group rituals and assigned seating help them build relationships
and make friends. Having meaningful relationships is valued by choristers and the
organization and plays an important role in how they conduct rehearsals and work toward
their goals.
Through my analysis of the interview data, I discovered that the participants’
goals were aligned with the organization’s goals: developing excellent musicianship,
creating artistic performances, and fostering meaningful relationships. They valued the
organization’s demonstration of commitment to a balance of all three. Participants’
comments indicated that they believed others in the choir shared their goals, and the
directors also worked to help choristers accomplish them. The community appeared to be
shaped by the understanding that all members would work together to balance and
accomplish these goals.

Caring Interactions in SVCC
During the interviews, participants frequently described interactions with other
choristers and the directors, such as helping, welcoming, encouraging, responding and
showing individual interest, that could be characterized as “caring.” Choristers expressed
appreciation for caring interactions and the way these interactions made them feel
comfortable. Caring interactions that choristers experienced from other choristers and the
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directors allowed for a sense of safety and connection, enabling them to work together to
achieve the goals of the community.

Caring Chorister Interactions
Participants experienced different types of caring interactions with their peers.
Participants felt supported and cared for through interactions they described as “helpful,”
“friendly,” and “willing to answer any questions.” Hailey explained:
All the choristers in general are very helpful. If you have a question about the
music that we're learning or about anything about SVCC in general, they're
always friendly. They're always super friendly and understanding, and they're
always willing to answer any questions that you have.
Several choristers mentioned that their interactions with their pod head choristers were
helpful and contributed to their feeling of community in the choir. Andrea shared: “Pod
leaders were very interactive and were always reaching out to see if you need help…I had
questions about concerts, about some stuff in music…I contacted my pod leader and she
responded basically right away.” Participants expressed feelings of support from their
head choristers and appreciated their willingness to help.
These helpful interactions may contribute to the participants’ description of the
community as “welcoming” and warm. Elizabeth explained:
Very, very good community. It was very friendly, very opening. The first day of
choir, one of the head choristers came up to me and welcomed me, which my
previous choir didn't really do. So it was new to me. And it's just really nice and
welcoming for everybody.
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Brayden, in a different focus group, agreed with this sentiment, saying “I just started
SVCC and it just kind of welcomed me and made me feel like I was at home right from
the first day, even though I was new.” Melanie also commented on the atmosphere of the
choir, saying “I feel like everybody there is willing to be a friend. Like I haven't met
anybody in the choir yet, who isn't friendly and nice. It's a very nice atmosphere. It's very
out there for anybody.”
Caring peer interactions that choristers perceived as helpful and friendly seemed
to be a critical component of the choristers’ perception of community in the choir. These
interactions contributed to an environment the choristers felt was warm and welcoming,
helping them to feel valued and connected to other choristers.

Caring Director-Chorister Interactions
Participants also expressed the importance of interactions with the directors and
described caring director behaviors they appreciated. The participants identified times
they with the directors in which they felt helped, known, or valued. The word “help” or
“helpful” came up frequently as participants described interactions, saying the directors
“always take time out of their day to help you.” Many participants cited times that the
directors helped them individually. Melanie offered:
I had trouble on a song during the last Christmas concert and [the directors] were
willing to take time away from their day to help me. It was very nice and very
touching that they would be able to do that. It's very encouraging and helps me as
a chorister to be able to do a song well when they're still willing to help.
Allison shared a similar experience of receiving individual help outside of rehearsal time:
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I think when I was about nine or 10, it was when I auditioned for the choir and,
um, I wasn't very good at first. Um, and over the summer, [a director] actually
helped tutor me to get me up to level, to allow me to participate. And I thought
that was really nice because they didn't just say, “Ah, not this time, maybe next
time.” They helped me so that I was able to join. I'll never forget it. It was great.
Choristers perceived this willingness of directors to help students individually outside of
rehearsal as care viewed that it communicated the directors’ belief in them. These
individual interactions provided the support necessary for choristers to feel empowered
and able to work toward their goals within the community.
Some participants shared interactions they had with the directors in which the
directors gave individual attention to choristers and showed interest in the choristers’
outside activities. Leah remarked:
The way [the director] can remember everybody's names and put them to a face.
I've always really admired that because I'm not great with that. And I always find
that when they remember certain things about you, even if you haven't spoken to
them in a long time, like if they're like, “Oh, your musical was last weekend,
right?” Like, “oh, sorry, I can’t make it.” Just little details like that...that element
has always really made me feel more at home.
Multiple participants commented on their appreciation of how directors responded
to chorister ideas and input. Members agreed that they felt comfortable asking the
directors questions and offering suggestions, and participants communicated that they
perceived the directors valued and were open to their ideas. Elizabeth explained:
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The communication is good. You send an email or text depending on who you're
messaging, and they get back pretty quickly. They're open to suggestions for song
material. Like maybe this might sound better, or this sounded a little off, is that
correct? Are we doing this right? And then they're always there with an answer
that helps and quick responses as well.
During my observations, I witnessed multiple ways the directors validated
choristers as individuals and used their input to shape the experience. I saw this is in the
way the directors utilized their knowledge of individual chorister talents and interests to
shape the upcoming performance. Two choristers who were interested in dance provided
a dance interpretation of a song while the choir sang. One chorister who enjoyed being
funny dressed up as a character and added a humorous visual aspect to a song. Choristers
who enjoyed public speaking were chosen to give introductions before songs during the
concert. The directors welcomed student input for each of these and worked together with
the choristers to develop their individual contributions.
More informally during the rehearsal observations, the directors validated
choristers’ contributions by asking for feedback from choristers, responding warmly and
laughing with individual chorister comments and reframing a chorister’s mistake into a
sign that he was working hard. When asked questions, choristers quickly gave responses
and seemed comfortable voicing their thoughts. Choristers took initiative to talk with
directors individually at the end of rehearsals to ask questions or give feedback. Feeling
comfortable asking questions and giving suggestions demonstrated choristers’ positive
connections with the directors.
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Through these personal interactions, the directors showed that they valued the
choristers as individuals; they knew individuals’ talents and capabilities and wanted to
use those to shape the experience in the choir and the performance. Even though directors
often emphasized creating a unified sound or appearance, they also celebrated choristers’
individual contributions that helped shape the presentation of the choir. This
communicated to the choristers that their individual contributions mattered to the
community—their contributions were valuable, essential even, in the experience and
product of the community.
These themes of choristers feeling helped, known and valued individually were
apparent in all three focus groups. To a lesser extent, participants also commented on the
way they viewed the director’s interactions with the entire group as caring. Commenting
on how she appreciated the help the director provided in a group setting, Peyton
explained:
I think it's helpful when she notices one certain voice part isn't coming out and
needs help on one part. So she focuses on that part and then she brings all the
voices together and sees how it works.
Others commented similarly that they felt the directors were very helpful to the entire
ensemble, making sure that they were all understanding and sounding good as an
ensemble. During my observations, I witnessed directors using various teaching
techniques to support the choristers in learning the music and producing a unified sound.
These helpful group interactions demonstrated the directors’ commitment to the goals of
developing musicianship and creating artistic performances. The choristers seemed to
trust the directors to help the group accomplish their goals.

65
While study members offered many examples of positive interactions with
directors, one focus group discussed interactions that make them feel less connected.
Trent shared about his feelings of being stressed before concerts sometimes, saying:
Like right before a concert, it could be just a little bit stressful because they would
go really fast...trying to learn a whole lot in like two days... and I was worried I
couldn't catch up, but I would always catch up and it was okay. It ended up okay.
But most of the time it's really positive.
Another chorister agreed with this experience and then Leah elaborated from her point of
view:
I feel like sometimes it’s about 50/50...sometimes those really stressful
experiences, which are, like you guys were saying, rare...but I feel like it’s kind of
50/50 on whether we come out feeling better because of it or we’re just like, “We
made it,” you know. I feel like there are some times where the stressfulness sort
of brings us together, but you know, that can be sort of 50/50.
While both of these participants emphasized the rarity of these stressful experiences, this
conversation highlights a tension regarding performance and the balance among the goals
of the choir, which was a critical aspect of community for choristers. Performances were
an important part of the community partly because of the way they provided bonding
experiences, but in this conversation, participants shared how learning at a pace that they
deem as “rushed” or “really fast” sometimes created stress. Leah explained that a certain
amount of stress leading up to a concert could contribute to the feeling of bonding and
working together, but that too much stress contributed to choristers feeling less connected
and less sense of community. During these times these choristers indicated that goals
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were out of balance—as if the directors were valuing performance more highly than
musicianship and relationships. Generally, choristers perceived that the directors wanted
to balance goals as well, but circumstances similar to the one described disrupted that
shared sense. Singers may have felt they were not receiving the help (and time) they
needed to be successful, therefore feeling less competent. Since competence and
connection are psychological needs (Deci & Ryan, 2012) and choristers may look for
those to be filled in this group setting (Battistich et al. 1997), when both of those aspects
decreased, their sense of community also seemed to lessen. These kinds of stressful
interactions seemingly detracted from building positive relationships and musicianship
and hindered the necessary comradery to work toward goals in a caring environment.
While the theme of caring interactions among the choristers and from the
directors to the choristers were strongest, I did observe caring interactions initiated by
students toward the directors. As a group, the choristers demonstrated respectful behavior
during rehearsals: listening to the directors when they were speaking, responding to
questions, and participating in all activities. Individually, I saw choristers engage in
friendly and responsive interactions with the directors during transitions or after
rehearsals. Since I did not ask specific questions in the interviews about how the students
show care to the directors, and I did not interview the directors about their perception of
care in the choir, I am not able to expound on caring interactions in the direction of
chorister to director. However, through evidence of respectful and responsive group
behavior and friendly and responsive individual interactions, there were enough data to
suggest that there was a mutual exchange of caring interactions between choristers and
directors.
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Caring interactions among the choristers and between the choristers and directors
were influential in participants’ perceptions of community. Caring interactions among
choristers that participants perceived as helpful and friendly contributed to them
perceiving the community as warm and welcoming. Interactions with the directors in
which the participants felt helped, known and valued contributed to them believing the
directors were also committed to their goals, leading to a sense of trust and connection.
All of these caring interactions helped choristers build relationships that were
foundational to their experience of community.

Interrelation of Goals and Caring as Community
Through the interviews, observations and document analysis, I found that the
participants experience SVCC as a warm, accepting community in which all members are
working toward the same goals while having caring interactions. Participants appreciated
many of the structures that directors put in place to accomplish their shared goals, which
in turn, reinforced the organization and its goals.
At the end of the interview, I asked all the participants to answer one final
question and type their answers into the Zoom Chat: “Of all the things we've talked about
today, what to you is the most important? What should really be emphasized?” These
selected participant responses that are representative of all the participant responses
reflected and confirmed the analytical results:
Elizabeth: “The most important to me is the sense of community and friendship
we are able to make when we get together. Whether it's through a normal practice,
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downtime, or on a trip, without the strong community we have as a choir, we
would not have the sparkle that we do today. :P”

Melanie: “The love and joy I get out of being in such a community where I know
I am a part of something I can enjoy while also gaining experience of something I
really enjoy doing and also learning about.”

Leah: “The best of both worlds - the combination of technicality and
professionalism with interpersonal and social moments in between. The discipline
gives us a shared goal, and the social part allows us to form connections and
friendships :)”

The three organizational goals are critically interwoven into the community that is
SVCC, and the choristers value a balance of these goals. The focus on excellent
musicianship enhances the performance aspect and gives common ground and purpose in
fostering meaningful relationships. The focus on creating artistic performances allows the
community to publicly engage in an activity that is fulfilling and meaningful, increasing
commitment and fostering opportunities for group bonding and shared experiences. The
focus on fostering meaningful relationships helps build a foundation of cooperation that
helps choristers feel supported in their growth as musicians and enhances the collective
performance experience All of these aspects of the SVCC choir community—shared
goals and caring interactions—combine to culminate in a meaningful experience for the
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choristers. Goals give purpose to the members of the community while caring
interactions shape the way they go about accomplishing those goals.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, Recommendations
The purpose of this study was to explore singers’ perspectives of their experiences
of community in the Shenandoah Valley Children’s Choir. The results informed the
following questions: a) What do participants perceive as contributing to their feelings of
community? b) How do participants’ interactions influence their perceptions of
community? c) How do participants describe their motivations for joining the choir?

Structuration in SVCC
Elements of Giddens’s (1969) structuration theory were evident in the SVCC
organization. Giddens’s “duality of structure” was apparent in the way the choristers
drew on the structure’s resources and, in turn, enacted the structure. In this study, the
apparent structures of the choir were a result of the intentional systems created and
enacted by the past and contemporaneous directors and organizational personnel. Over its
30-year history, SVCC has developed specific norms, expectations, and rules that
choristers recognize and by which they abide. In return, choristers benefited musically
and personally from association with the choir.
The directors acted on behalf of the organization and put certain structures in
place that emphasized the organization’s goals and influenced the choristers. The
expectations, guidelines and emphasis on professionalism were mostly imposed from the
organization, and choristers accepted expectations and guidelines and seem to value
them. The directors also used structures such as intentional small group assignments and
assigned seating to further their goals. In this process of structuration, choristers were
agents that drew on the structure’s resources. Choristers chose to be a part of the SVCC
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community in order to benefit from the resources of the organization, and they
appreciated the structures put in place by the director and organization to accomplish
their shared goals.
Interview participants were most likely unaware of the organization’s official
goals listed in the mission statement, but they ostensibly internalized those goals through
their involvement in the choir. Alternatively, they may have originally chosen to join the
choir because they felt that their goals aligned with the organization’s goals, and they
believed the organization would help them. Regardless, it was clear that the focus group
participants valued and drew upon the structure of SVCC.
The choristers created, reinforced, and transformed the structure of SVCC through
their actions. By participating in the normative practices of the group such as
demonstrating respectful and caring behavior and engaging in building relationships, they
reinforced the organizational goals and norms. The choristers demonstrated their
commitment to excellent musicianship by completing homework and responding to
instruction designed to increase their musical skills. They reinforced the organization’s
emphasis on performance by attending concerts, inviting friends and family to be in the
audience, and working with the directors toward a unified sound and appearance. The
choristers contributed financially to the organization by paying tuition and participating
in fundraising. By seeking and valuing student input, ideas, and talents, the directors help
move the organization in line with the needs and desires of the choristers as a form of
transformation. Directors and choristers together shaped the rehearsal and performance
experience, thus shaping the community.
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Communitas in SVCC
Choristers and directors formed community on a relational level within the
structure of SVCC. The structural elements of the choir provided the framework in which
communitas could blossom. In alignment with Turner ‘s (1969) ideas, the experience of
community in SVCC reflected an alternation between structure and communitas. While
the structure of SVCC was important in defining the community and providing resources
for the choristers, it is the liminal space, or moments of “being with” each other, that
provided the feeling of community. Interview participants communicated many of these
liminal moments that led them to feel communitas.
Just as Turner described liminality as the unstructured space that is “betwixt and
between” (1969, p. 97), participants described experiencing communitas in the inbetween moments of a rehearsal, retreat, or trip. Unstructured times, such as greetings
before or after rehearsal, relaxed time with their pods, or a personal interaction with the
director, were times when choristers experienced connection to other individuals.
Retreats and trips allowed for more opportunities for these liminal moments where they
could be “in communion” with their fellow choristers. Spending more time together as
well as unstructured time during which choristers could interact freely as equals fostered
communitas.
Turner (1969) described “sacredness” as an aspect of liminality (p. 98). In SVCC,
choristers found sacredness in musical moments that allowed for a feeling of
togetherness. Participants experienced sacred moments during rehearsals when the choir
sang a closing song together, or when they experienced a beautiful musical moment. A
performance can feature many sacred moments and can bond the choristers and directors
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together. During performances, there was a strong sense of comradeship and
egalitarianism. Performances were opportunities for choristers and directors to publicly
show their commitment to each other and their shared goals. The act of singing during
this process added another personal layer that may have contributed to feelings of kinship
and belonging (Parker, 2010). Choristers experienced joy, pride, fulfillment, and
community through their performances. For SVCC, performances and associated sacred
musical moments represented moments “in and out of time” that fostered liminality and
communitas.
Positive social interactions were apparent during liminal moments of SVCC,
suggesting they were a critical part of the choristers feeling the sense of togetherness.
Experiencing caring interactions with peers was integral to the choristers’ ability to
develop community. Choristers feel bonded together by the understanding that they were
all working for the good of the community and would each uphold their commitments.
Choristers received help from their fellow choristers and engaged in warm and
welcoming interactions that contributed to developing friendships.
Chorister interactions with the directors were equally important; caring
interactions with the directors help choristers feel cared for and willing to “submit
together to the general authority of the ritual elders” (p. 98). In Turner’s (1969) tribal
example of communitas, he explained that the chief may be tempted to use his power for
himself, but he should instead regard his privileges as gifts of the whole community. In
SVCC, the participants trusted the directors to work for the good of their choir
community. Choristers believed that the directors had the choristers’ best interests at
heart and would work to accomplish the goals of the community. The choristers felt a
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sense of “power with” that is characteristic of communitas, instead of a perception of
directors having “power over” (Hayton, 2018). They were comfortable sharing their ideas
with the directors and believed that their ideas would be taken seriously. The choristers
felt personally cared for by the directors and appreciated their willingness to “laugh with
the people” as Turner states is an important role of the tribal chief (p. 106). The ability of
the chief to fellowship with the tribe is an important feature of communitas, one that was
present in SVCC as evidenced by moments of laughter during rehearsals and individual
caring conversations. Through these caring peer and director interactions, choristers
experienced a sense of togetherness and connection, an integral part of the community of
the choir.

Structuration, Communitas, and Fun
SVCC is an established organization that provides opportunities for choristers to
grow in their musicianship, participate in artistic performances and build meaningful
relationships. As the choristers participated in the choir during this study, they reinforced
and transformed the SVCC organization by embracing its goals and contributing their
ideas and talents. All members of the organization worked together to accomplish the
organization’s goals, which defined and shaped the community.
This interplay between the SVCC organization and the choristers during
rehearsals and performances was an important part of the success of the community,
however, it was during the in-between and sacred moments where true communitas
blossomed. The liminality that choristers experienced through positive peer and director
interactions was what gave SVCC the characteristic “warm” and “welcoming” feel that
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participants identified. This feeling was an aspect of the choir that many choristers valued
and is part of what made the choir special to them. Special moments and experiences
during trips, retreats or concerts allowed for a feeling of togetherness and comradeship
that was the heart of the choir experience for the choristers.
Through the aspects of structure and communitas, choristers experienced the
community in a way that they simply described as “fun.” Focus group participants
frequently used the word “fun” throughout the interviews, and it was the word they used
the most when asked to describe their experience in SVCC. I believe they used this word
to represent the feeling they experienced by being a part of the SVCC community—the
essence of their experience of community in the choir. The word “fun” can be defined as
something that “provides amusement or enjoyment” (Merriam-Webster, n.d). While
participants sometimes used the word to describe specific activities or experiences they
believed to be fun, they often used the word to describe their broader experience. It
expressed more complex feelings like a sense of enjoyment, fulfillment, and connection.
Participants may have used the word fun to describe the entire experience including
caring relationships and engaging activities, similar to the results in Kiefer and
Ellerbrock’s (2012) study. The musical, performance, and relationship aspects all
culminated to bring a deep sense of togetherness and significance that the choristers may
have only known how to express as “fun.” Choristers and directors bonded through
common experiences, goals, and ethos, resulting in a sense of community.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to understand singers’ experiences of community in
SVCC. Results offer insights into building community in choirs as well as other settings.
Participants’ interview responses revealed that their view of community was affected by
their goals that aligned with the organization’s goals. Similar to the findings of other
researchers (Battisch et al 2007; Billaud, 2014; Dabback, 2019; Mills, 2008; Parker
2010), I found that choristers appreciated the way the choir worked together to
accomplish goals that were important to them—reinforcing the choir and deepening their
sense of community. Participants expressed that positive relationships with peers and
directors were an important part of their experience in the choir and contributed to a
feeling of community, which confirms other researchers’ findings (Bartolome, 2013
Kennedy, 2009; Sharlow, 2006; van der Vat-Chromy, 2010) that developing strong
interpersonal relationships in a choir is an important part of a sense of belonging and
community.
Through this study, I discovered that intentional small group time, trips, and
retreats are all effective ways of developing relationships within a choir. Small groups
allow singers to build peer relationships that can be influential in developing a sense of
community (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; van der Vat-Chromy, 2010; Van Sickle &
Spector, 1996). Trips and retreats were valued by choristers and contributed to building
relationships and forming a sense of community (Parker 2010; van der Vat-Chromy,
2010). Results also indicated that feeling a sense of commitment from other choristers
and directors was important to relationship building (Anderson, 2013; Bartolome, 2013;
Sharlow, 2016).
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In this study, I discovered that caring interactions contributed to the choristers’
ability to form relationships and develop a feeling of community in SVCC. Interactions
with peers that the participants perceived as helpful and friendly contributed to the
participants perceiving the community as warm and welcoming, which aligns with
research from learning settings (Battisch et al., 1997; Cabello & Terrell, 2014; Van Sickle
& Spector, 1996) and choral settings (Bartolome, 2013; Dabback 2008; Mills, 2008; van
der Vat-Chromy, 2010). Choristers’ perceptions of community were also affected by their
interactions with the directors. Choristers appreciated the ways that directors helped them
individually, leading them to feel more connection and support (Cabello & Terell, 2014;
Cassidy & Bates, 2005; van der Vat-Chromy, 2010). As others have reported (Cooper &
Miness, 2014; Parker, 2016; van der Vat-Chromy, 2010; Van Sickle & Spector, 1996),
choristers also felt more connection with directors when directors showed interest in them
individually and made an effort to get to know them on a personal level. According to
Battistich et al. (1997) and Parker (2014), adolescents have a need for their voices to be
heard and valued. Participants in the study expressed appreciation for the way they felt
comfortable sharing their ideas and the way the directors were open to their input.
Results from this study indicated that structures implemented by the directors had
an influence on the choristers’ sense of community. Battisch et al., (2007), found that
teachers influenced a sense of community indirectly by establishing a classroom
environment in which students supported one another, worked collaboratively, and
actively participated in day-to-day activities and decision making. Other researchers
found that directors promoted belonging and increased sense of community in their choirs
by planning intentional activities such as small groups and cooperative group activities.
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(Dabback, 2008; Kiefer & Ellerbrock, 2012; Parker, 2010, 2016). Conversely, the sense
of community diminished when choristers felt the goals of the choir were out of balance.
A seeming overemphasis on performance led the choristers to feel stress, resulting in a
lack of connection and comradery. During these times, choristers felt like they were not
receiving the help they need, interfering with the support integral to building community
(Cabello & Terrell; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Parker, 2016; van der Vat-Chromy,
2010).
Performance was an important part of the choir community and seemed to be a
critical part of the choristers’ experiences, allowing them to experience joy, fulfillment,
connection, and artistry in unique ways (Anderson, 2013; Sharlow, 2006). Similar to
Billuad’s (2014) study, choristers valued the experience of performing, and participated
in the choir partly for the opportunity to perform. They expressed pride for their choir,
similar to the participants in Mills (2008) study, which led to an increased sense of
community.

Implications
This study has many implications for building community in choirs as well as
music education classrooms in general. Choir directors and teachers can facilitate
interactions and experiences that lead to a deeper sense of community. Directors can lean
into defining the goals of the choir working toward alignment of goals that makes the
community stronger. Showing care and being intentional about helping and connecting
with choristers individually is an integral part of building a choral or classroom
community. Directors can also implement structures and activities that can help choristers
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increase a sense of belonging and safety. Intentional small groupings of students in which
choristers have opportunities to connect socially and receive help and support can be
important in increasing a sense of community. Using assigned seating and encouraging
helpful, caring behaviors among choristers has been shown to open opportunities for
positive individual connections. Directors can be intentional about planning rehearsals
and retreats that include “fun” bonding activities as well as downtime for choristers to
interact and build relationships in liminal moments. Trips are influential in building
community as they provide more opportunities for individual connection as well as
special experiences that promote group bonding. Directors can work to making space for
liminality in rehearsals, planning times where choristers can connect as equals and share
in special experiences together. Group rituals such as a closing song or way to greet each
other helps promote a sense of togetherness and identity contributing to liminality.
Providing numerous performance opportunities can also increase a group’s sense of
community through bonding experiences during which all members work together to tell
the story of the community.
The choristers in this study valued a balance of the goals of performance,
musicianship, and relationships. When the goals felt out of balance, and their needs for
connection and competence weren’t being met, choristers felt a lack of connection and
lessening of community. Keeping this in mind, directors can strive to keep a balance of
rigor and relationship-building, considering choristers’ needs. Knowing that students
value receiving help and support from their teachers and directors, directors can strive to
deliver instruction at a comfortable pace to maximize comfort level and help students feel
successful.
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Lastly, directors can seek input from choristers, use their talents in performance,
and affirm them individually to make students feel valued and important in the choir. By
responding to student ideas and using them to craft their musical experience and
performance, the choirs may be transformed in meaningful ways.

Recommendations for Future Research
During the course of this study, I became aware of other factors that may
influence the community of the choir that were not explored in this study. The fact that
the choir is auditioned, voluntary, and requires a tuition payment undoubtedly influences
the structure and community of the choir based on who is accepted into the choir and who
decides to stay. Further research focusing on how community is affected based on the
choir being an auditioned ensemble would provide more insight into the topic.
Interviewing singers who chose to leave the choir, as well as parents and other
stakeholders, would give more insight into the community of the choir.
I was able to explore choristers’ perceptions of behaviors and norms that affect
their view of community in SVCC. In doing so, I identified intentional organizational
structures that influenced the context and interactions of participants in the choir. I did
not explore less overt or unconscious norms and expectations that are part of all
institutions. How do humans’ unconscious assumptions, biases, and personal experiences
create norms in this type of organization and how do these norms deepen or lessen
community in SVCC? Further study of norms related to constructs such as race, religion,
sexual orientation, or other potentially unacknowledged reasons that underlie
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interactions, processes, and procedures could further understanding of community in the
choir.
Another factor that may influence the choir community and structure is its context
within a Mennonite community and university. With a strong tradition of faith,
communal singing, and emphasis on community, the Mennonite culture of the area and
university may influence the community of the choir. While results from this study did
not indicate that the Mennonite culture of the area has an effect on the choir, it is possible
that there are unexplored factors that may affect the structure and community of SVCC.
Exploring intersections between the choir and the Mennonite culture and institutions in
which it is embedded could provide more insight into the function of community in the
choir. I also did not explore the ways that other SVCC staff, volunteers, the SVCC board
or the broader community affect the community of the choir. Conducting more research
geared toward understanding how choristers experience of community is affected by
others involved in the organization would help to gain a more complete picture of the
community of the choir.
Additionally, since I found that the director can greatly influence choristers’
perceptions of community in a choir, it would be interesting to conduct further research
on how choristers’ perceptions of community change with different directors. Additional
research on the importance of “fun” in choir, particularly for adolescents, would be
helpful to give more understanding to the ways adolescents use the word “fun.” It would
also be interesting to learn more about what contributes to “stressful” situations that
participants from this study identified as contributing to lessening community. Research
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studies relating to this topic in different settings such as public-school choir would help
illuminate differences and similarities in perceptions of community based on the setting.
From the results of this study, I identified a possible link between communitas and
the concept of flow. Similar to the way liminality of communitas is a state that group
members experienced as a transcendent experience of togetherness “in and out of time”
(Turner, 1969, p. 98), flow is a state in which people are so involved in an activity they
enjoy that they lose track of time. As in van der Vat-Chromy’s (2010) study, SVCC
choristers used words such as belonging, common goals, enjoy singing, amazing, grow,
help, love and challenging that could be indicative of flow experiences. The states of flow
and liminality have many ostensible similarities, indicating that flow experiences could
be another avenue to developing and deepening the experience of communitas. Further
research could explore the ways flow experiences and community interact in the choral
setting. Additionally, exploring the presence of flow experiences in the choral setting
could give insight into the meaning of the choristers’ use of the word “fun.” Since
Csikszentmihalyi explained that people might express sentiments like “that was fun,” or
“that was enjoyable” (2014, p. 136), after experiencing a flow state, this could help
explain why participants used the word fun to describe seemingly more complex
emotions and experiences.
Through the course of this study, I found that the structure of the Shenandoah
Valley Children’s Choir allowed for communitas to grow. The choristers perceived the
SVCC as a warm and welcoming community in which they could work with other peers
and directors who shared their goals of musicianship, performance, and relationshipbuilding. The structure of the choir enabled the choristers to participate in an activity that
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they enjoyed, and the choristers’ participation and input reinforced the choir and
transformed it. Within the choir’s structure that allowed choristers to work towards their
shared goals, choristers experienced communitas particularly during the in-between and
sacred moments. Choristers regarded relationships with other choristers and the directors
as central to their experiences of community, and performances offered opportunities for
group bonding and comradery. The community of the choir was shaped by a structure
that allowed communitas to happen. As the community worked toward their musical,
performance, and relationship goals, the choristers experienced a deep sense of
togetherness and fulfillment that characterized the spirit of the SVCC community.
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Appendix A: Focus Group Moderator’s Guide

Introduction
Welcome to our session today. Thank you for taking the time to join me to talk about
your experience in SVCC. My name is Heidi King and you may know that I have been
taking classes the past two years at James Madison University and am working on getting
my Master’s degree in Music Education. The final project for this degree is to conduct a
research study, and I have chosen to use this opportunity to learn more about how
students experience a sense of community in choir. I’m so excited to hear your
perspectives of your experience of community in SVCC! Our group represents a range of
ages and experience levels as well as people who go to public school, private school and
are homeschooled--so we may have a wide variety of viewpoints.
My goal is to hear your perspectives of your experience of community in SVCC. As you
think about this and share your thoughts, I invite you to consider all of the years you’ve
been in SVCC--including your experience of this last year during Covid, but also before
that. There are no wrong answers, and there may be times where you agree or disagree
with each other and that is ok! I am interested in hearing all of your comments, whether
they are positive or negative. Your perspectives may be different from each other
depending on your point of view, and that is great!
It is important for me to clarify that I come to you today, not as a SVCC teacher, but as a
researcher who is genuinely interested in hearing about your experience this year. I hope
you can feel free to share your honest thoughts and know that I will not tell any of the
directors, staff or anyone outside of our session who said what. It is also important that
none of the participants share what was said with other people--we want to make sure
everyone feels like this is a safe place to share any thoughts! If you feel uncomfortable at
any time or feel like you need to leave the interview, just let me know by speaking up or
writing to me in the chat.
I will be recording our session today, but that is just so that I can come back to it later and
remember what you said. I am having a few of these focus group interviews and after
they are finished, I will go through all of the interviews and analyze them to find ideas
and group them together. By learning about your perspectives, I can learn more about
ways to enhance the choral experience. My final paper will be available to anyone who is
interested in reading it, but no names will be included.
As we talk today, let’s make sure that only one person talks at a time, and everyone gets a
chance to share their thoughts. However, I encourage you all to respond to each other and
explain how you agree or disagree and give explanations. I hope that we can just have a
relaxed conversation together!
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Appendix B: Focus Group Interview Questions

Introductory/Transition Questions:
• Tell us your name and one reason why you chose to be in SVCC.
• What are three words that come to mind when you think of your experience in
SVCC? (Participants type answers into the chat, and answer at the same time)
Focus Questions:
• Please tell me about your experience of community within this choral ensemble.
o [Possible prompt] Do you feel a sense of community in this choir?
o [Possible prompt] What contributes to you feeling more or less a part of
this choir community?
•

Tell me about the kinds of interactions you have had with other singers in the
choir.
o [Possible prompt] What kinds of interactions help you feel more of a sense
of community?
o [Possible prompt] What kinds of interactions make you feel less of a sense
of community?

•

Tell me about the kinds of interactions you have had with the directors of the
choir.
o [Possible prompt] What kinds of interactions help you feel more of a sense
of community?
o [Possible prompt] What kinds of interactions make you feel less of a sense
of community?

•

What do you hope to get out of being in SVCC?
o [Possible prompt] What are your goals?
o [Possible prompt] How have others shown that they share your goals or
not?

•

What does it feel like to be a member of this choir?
Summarizing Question:
• Of all the things we talked about today, what to you is the most important? That
should really be emphasized? (May use chat for this)
o What are three words that you think summarize what is most important
from our discussion today? (answer in chat)
Concluding Question:
• Is there anything else that anyone feels that we should have talked about but
didn’t?
Thank you all for participating in our discussion today! I’m honored that you were
willing to take the time to talk with me and share your perspectives! Thank you!
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Appendix C: Youth Assent Form
YOUTH ASSENT FORM (Ages 11-17)
IRB # 21-2560
Adolescent Singers’ Experiences of Community in Children’s Choir
I am inviting you to participate in this study because you are in Shenandoah Valley Children’s
Choir and I am interested in learning about your experiences of community in SVCC.
This research will take you about 1 to 1.5 hours to do.
You will participate in a group interview with 5-7 other choristers from SVCC. I will ask the
group questions and invite you to share and discuss your experiences of community in SVCC.
The group interview will take place on Zoom and will be scheduled at a time that is convenient
for all group participants. The interview will be recorded in Zoom in order for me to transcribe
the interviews later.
My goal in this study is to understand more about the ways singers experience a sense of
community in choir so that I can help create community in my future choral experience. I will not
share your responses with anyone outside of our Zoom session. The Zoom recording will only be
seen by me and no individual responses will be identified in the final presentation. Given that this
is a group interview, please note that your own personal responses will be heard by other
individuals in your Zoom session.
We have asked your parents for their permission for you to do this study. Please talk this over
with them before you decide whether or not to participate. Your participation is entirely
voluntary. If you choose not to participate, it will not affect you negatively in any way. Should
you choose to participate, you can withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind.
If you have any questions at any time, please ask me.
If you check "yes," it means that you have decided to participate and have read everything that is
on this form. You and your parents will be given a copy of this form to keep.
______ Yes, I would like to participate in the study.
______ I give consent to be video and audio recorded on Zoom during my interview.
_______________________________________________ ___________________
Signature of Subject

Date

_______________________________________________ ___________________
Signature of Investigator
Heidi King
King2hb@dukes.jmu.edu

Date
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Appendix D: Parent Consent Form
Parent/Guardian Informed Consent
Identification of Investigators & Purpose of Study
Your child is being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Heidi King from
James Madison University. The purpose of this study is to learn about singers’
experiences of community in SVCC. This study will contribute to Heidi’s completion of
her master’s thesis.
Research Procedures
Should you decide to allow your child to participate in this research study, you will be
asked to sign this consent form once all your questions have been answered to your
satisfaction. This study consists of a group interview that will be administered to
individual participants using Zoom and will be scheduled for a mutually convenient time.
Your child will be asked to provide answers to a series of questions related to their
experience of community in SVCC. The interviews will be recorded in Zoom in order for
me to transcribe the interviews later.
Time Required
Participation in this study will require about 1 to 1.5 hours of your child’s time.
Risks
The investigator does not perceive more than minimal risks from your child’s
involvement in this study (that is, no risks beyond the risks associated with everyday
life).
Benefits
Possible benefits for the participants include the opportunity to share their perspectives
with peers and the researcher, as well as the opportunity to interact with peers, potentially
building community through participation.
Payment for Participation
There is no payment for taking part in this study.
Confidentiality
I will not share participant’s interview responses with anyone outside of our Zoom
session. Given that this is a group interview, please note that participants’ own personal
responses will be heard by other individuals in the Zoom session.
The results of this research will be presented as my final capstone project for my master’s
degree, and may also be presented at a conference such as Virginia Music Educators
Association Conference. Your child will be identified in the research records by a
pseudonym or number. The researcher retains the right to use and publish nonidentifiable data. When the results of this research are published or discussed in
conferences, no information will be included that would reveal your child’s identity. All
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data will be stored in a secure location accessible only to the researcher. Upon
completion of the study, all information that matches up individual respondents
(including Zoom recordings) with their answers will be destroyed.
There is one exception to confidentiality I need to make you aware of. In certain research
studies, it is my ethical responsibility to report situations of child abuse, child neglect, or
any life-threatening situation to appropriate authorities. If I were to become aware of any
concerning situations, I would inform SVCC director and contact Child Protective
Services. However, I am not seeking this type of information in our study nor will you be
asked questions about these issues.
Participation & Withdrawal
Your child’s participation is entirely voluntary. They are free to choose not to
participate. Should you and your child choose to participate, they can withdraw at any
time without consequences of any kind.
Questions about the Study
If you have questions or concerns during the time of your child’s participation in this
study, or after its completion or you would like to receive a copy of the final aggregate
results of this study, please contact:
Heidi King
School of Music
James Madison University
King2hb@dukes.jmu.edu
dabbacwm@jmu.edu

Dr. William Dabback
School of Music
James Madison University
Telephone: (540) 568-3464

Questions about Your Rights as a Research Subject
Dr. Lindsey Harvell-Bowman
Chair, Institutional Review Board
James Madison University
(540) 568-2611
harve2la@jmu.edu
Giving of Consent
I have read this consent form and I understand what is being requested of my child as a
participant in this study. I freely consent for my child to participate. I have been given
satisfactory answers to my questions. The investigator provided me with a copy of this
form. I certify that I am at least 18 years of age.
I give consent for my child to be video and audio recorded on Zoom during their
interview.______
(parent’s initial)
________________________________________________
Name of Child (Printed)
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______________________________________
Name of Parent/Guardian (Printed)
______________________________________
Name of Parent/Guardian (Signed)
______________________________________
Name of Researcher (Signed)

______________
Date
______________
Date

This study has been approved by the IRB, protocol # 21-2560.
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Appendix E: Recruitment letter
Hello SVCC Chorister!
My name is Heidi King and I am working on a research study for my master’s thesis at
JMU. I would love to have your help with my study about adolescent singers’
experiences of community in choir!
I have a passion for choir, and I want to learn more about how students view their choral
experiences--specifically, what contributes to a sense of community for singers. I have
witnessed a sense of community in SVCC during the two years that I have been helping
out, so I would like to talk with you and some other choristers about your experience
being a part of choir!
I would like to invite you to share your perspective by participating in a group
interview with 5-7 other choristers. You have been selected to participate because your
unique perspective and experience with the choir is valuable and I want to hear YOUR
voice! The interview will take place on Zoom and will last about an hour to an hour and a
half. My hope is that the interview will be a relaxed and enjoyable time to share your
thoughts about your experience of community in SVCC and to discuss with the group. I
am interested in hearing ALL of your thoughts, whether they are positive or negative. I
will be the only adult in the interview and your answers will not be shared with anyone
outside of the interview group. Since this is a group interview, others will hear your
responses, but I will ask that singers do not share others’ responses outside of the Zoom
session.
I am excited about the ways this interview will help me learn more about the SVCC
choristers’ experience and also help me grow as a choral educator!
If you are willing to participate, please reply to my email king2hb@dukes.jmu.edu and
I will send you consent forms for you and a parent to return, as well as possible dates for
the interview.
Thank you for your consideration!
Heidi King
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Appendix F: Focus Group Interview Transcripts
Interview #1
Researcher:
Hello everyone! Thank you all so much for being here! I’m really excited to talk to you
all and hear your perspectives. First, I'm going to read an introduction just to make sure
that we all know what to expect.
Welcome to our session today. And thank you for taking the time to join me, to talk about
your experience in SVCC. My name is Heidi King, as you probably know by now. And
you might know that I have been taking classes the past two years at James Madison
university, and I'm working on getting my master's degree in music education. The final
project for this degree is to conduct a research study, and I have chosen to use this
opportunity to learn more about how students experience a sense of community in choir.
I'm really excited to hear your perspectives of your experience of community in SVCC.
Our group represents a broad, a variety of ages and experience levels as well as different
school. So we will probably have different viewpoints. And that's great. That's what I'm
looking for. My goal is to hear your perspectives of how you experience community in
SVCC. And as you think about this and share your thoughts, I invite you to think about
all the years that you've been in SVCC, um, whether that's one year or this year during
COVID, but also before that there are no wrong answers. And there may be times where
you agree or you disagree with each other. I'm interested in hearing all of your comments,
whether they are positive or negative. It's important for me to clarify that I come to you
today, not as an SVCC teacher, but as a researcher from JMU, who is genuinely
interested in hearing about your experience this year. I hope you can feel free to share
your honest thoughts and know that I will not tell any of the directors, staff or anyone
outside of our session, who said what. It's also important that none of the participants,
you all, share what was said with other people. We just want to make sure it's a safe
environment that everyone feels like they can share whatever they want to share. If you
feel uncomfortable at any time or feel like you need to leave, just let me know by
speaking up or put it in the chat, or you can just leave. And that's totally fine.
I am recording our session today, but that is just so that I can come back to it later and
remember what you said. I'm doing a few of these interview sessions and after they're
finished, I will go through all the interviews and analyze them to find ideas and group
them together. And then I'm going to write up a paper and do a whole fun thing there. By
learning about this, I hope to learn how we can build community in choir, to just have an
enhanced experience. My final paper will be available to anyone who wants to read it, but
no names or anything like that will be included. So let’s get started! Let’s go around and
introduce yourselves. If you can tell me your name and then one reason why you chose to
be in SVCC. Who will start it off for us?
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Allison:
I’m Allison and the reason I chose to be in SVCC…I guess it was because I wanted to
learn more about singing, because I really enjoyed singing, but I wanted to get better at it.
I looked at a few different places and we felt like this was the best option to learn and
grow.
Maria:
My name is Maria and I just wanted to join SVCC because I always really liked singing
and this was a good opportunity for me to go out and make friends too.
Melanie:
Yes. Okay. Um, uh, my name is Melanie and I chose to be a part of SVCC because music
has always been a part of me and I enjoy doing it. And this is a good way to show that
Elizabeth:
I am Elizabeth and one of the reasons why I joined choir was because I've always been a
huge fan of music and I've been doing it. And when I joined SVCC we had just moved
and I needed something to do as well as keep that music and part of my life.
Stephen:
I'm Stephen and I joined SVCC because, um, basically almost everybody personally, my
family did it and they all enjoyed it. So, and I did too. So I just like singing and
performing and, yeah.
Researcher:
Great. All right. I'm gonna ask you to use the chat, uh, to just type three words and my
question is what are three words that come to mind when you think of your experience in
SVCC? So any three words about anything, um, and don't put, don't press enter until I tell
you to so that they all come up at the same time. So go ahead and start typing three words
that come to mind when you think of your experience in SVCC and just get them ready.
And I'll tell you when, okay. Wrap it up. If you aren't finished just, throw a word in there,
it doesn't have to be anything super specific. All right. And then go ahead and press enter
and we'll see what they are…And you can read them over. Melanie says joy love and
excitement, Allison: friends growth song, Elizabeth: companionship, learning
opportunity. Maria: fun, exhilarating, homey and Stephen maybe he looks like he's
thinking or maybe working on something. So maybe it's coming. And if you don't, if it
doesn't work out, that's okay too, seeing some similarities between some of those
Stephen: nice and very fun. Awesome. Okay. Um, so now this is a talking question, and
this is a very broad question. So I'm just going to throw it out there and then I can always
help, um, give some more specific questions if needed. And just so you know, you don't
all have to answer every question if you don't want to. And I'm just going to leave it open
and anyone can answer, we won't go in a specific order or anything like that. So you can
just, if you have an answer, just unmute and start talking. Um, so my question is, please
tell me about your experience of community within SVCC. So it's very broad. You can
just go for it if you want.

93
Elizabeth:
Very, very good community. Um, it was very friendly, very opening. Uh, first day of
choir, one of the head choristers came up to me and welcomed me, which my previous
choir wasn't didn't really do. So it was new to me. And it's just really nice and welcoming
for everybody.
Melanie:
I'm going to have to agree with Elizabeth on that one. I just joined last semester and in
the hardest times, it's so it's a warm community. It's a warm welcome. And it's open to
anybody who wants to be a part of it. I really liked that.
Researcher:
I'll move on to the next one, though. There's plenty of time for you to, for you to add.
What contributes to you feeling more or less a part of the choir. So feel free to say good
things, feel free to say negative things. So what contributes to making you feel more of a
part of the choir, or if you've had things that make you feel less a part of the choir, you
can say that too. Okay. Maybe I'll narrow that. And I'm going to go to my next question.
Hopefully I'm giving you enough time to think. Maybe I'm going too fast, but the next
one is similar. Tell me about the kinds of interactions you've had in the choir with other
singers in the choir.
Elizabeth:
I think having head chorister time and pod time, sort of solidifies a smaller group that you
can interact with on different days, which makes you feel more part of the choir, as well
as being able to suggest ideas to the directors or anyone else for ideas.
Melanie:
I feel like everybody there is willing to be a friend. Like I haven't met anybody in the
choir yet, who isn't friendly and nice. It's a very nice atmosphere. It's very out there for
anybody. Like I said earlier. It's very nice.
Stephen:
I agree with Elizabeth, like in the fact that you can talk to the, um, the, the parent
assistants and the directors and ask, suggest, give suggestions for, um, like what songs
you're doing, or like, how are you doing songs? And yeah, there's certainly that sort of
thing.
Researcher:
Any other thoughts on the kind of interactions you've had with other singers, other of
your peers in the choir? Good or bad? Okay. Let's go onto our next question, which you,
some of you touched on already. Um, same question, but what are the kinds of, or tell me
about the kinds of interactions you have had with the directors of the choir. So some of
you already, um, a couple of you mentioned being able to suggest ideas to the director, so
that's one way, but what other kinds of interactions do you have with the directors?

94
Melanie:
That's again, very warm. Um, I had trouble, um, on a song during the last Christmas
concert and I had a lot of trouble and they were willing to take time away from their day
to help me. It was very nice and very touching that they would be able to do that it's, it's
very encouraging and helps me as a chorister to be able to do a song well when they're
still willing to help. It's very, very nice.
Allison:
Um, I think when I was about nine or 10, it was when I auditioned for the choir and, um,
I wasn't very good at first. Um, and over the summer, um, [one of the directors] actually
helped like tutor me to get me up to level, to allow me to participate. And I thought that
was really nice because, um, they didn't just like say, ah, not this time, maybe next time
they helped me so that I was able to join. Um, and I'll never forget it. It was great.
Elizabeth:
The communication is good. You send an email or text depending on who you're
messaging and they get back pretty quickly. They're open to suggestions for like in song
material. Like maybe this might sound better or this sounded a little off, is that correct?
Are we doing this right? And then they're always there with an answer that helps and
quick responses as well.
Researcher:
Anything else for kinds of director interactions you've had? Thinking about all of that.
I'm just going to think about the singer interactions, that kinds of interactions you have
with singers and the kinds of interactions you have with directors. And you can think of
parent assistants and, you know, anybody included in the choir. So all of those people,
I've heard a lot of good positive things, which is awesome. Um, and I just want to ask a
specific question. If anyone feels comfortable, if there are any, um, types of interactions
that you have experienced or seen or whatever between any of those people that make
you feel less of a sense of community…(many participants smiling and shaking heads
no). I see some shaking heads and yeah…Well, I'll take the shaking heads and I just want
to make sure you all know that you can say whatever you want to say, but I appreciate all
your honest feedback. All right. Next question is what do you hope to get out of being an
SVCC? And some of you kind of said a little bit of that when you started, um, when you
introduced yourselves, but, um, maybe anyone can elaborate on that. What do you hope
to get out of being in SVCC?
Melanie:
More musical knowledge? Um, I'm not very good at reading music yet. And, um, seeing
the way all these other people around me, I've been able to learn that gives you a sense of
competence that I can learn myself. And that's really helpful. So if I can learn to read in
music with SVCC and all the great stuff, they do who knows what I could do in the
future.
Researcher:
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What about anyone else? What do you hope to get out of being in SVCC?
Stephen:
More under, yeah, basically what she said, more understanding of music and reading
music. Um, the more I can understand, like reading music than make it easier to play an
instrument such as piano, because then I'm able to read the notes and the keys and all of
that musical information, you can get out of being in choir.
Researcher:
Okay my next question is…How do you see if others share your goals? So you, sorry,
that's maybe a confusing way I'm saying this. Um, do you feel like other share your goals
in SVCC? Would be the first question and then you can think, okay, How? How do I see,
or how do I know that other people do share those goals?
Melanie:
I definitely can tell that some people have the same goal as me because of the way they
interact with me. Like we were talking earlier, it's a very warm community, so I can feel
comfortable talking to other people about some of the struggles I have and they can
understand me and express their thoughts and feelings too. And that's, that's very helpful.
Elizabeth:
Like, uh, like Melanie said, being able to communicate with people that have your like
struggles and strengths, and then also communicating on how you can practice and get
better. And then there's those that get better in theater or music theory and going to
college for that. And they have said maybe they wouldn't have been able to do that if they
hadn't learned what the had in SVCC with the community helping them.
Researcher:
Any other thoughts on how you see that your peers have similar goals as you?
Stephen:
Um, partly I think would be the ability to perform. So you'd like learn more how to talk
to people. And that might be why some people would like to join. That's part of why it's
nice to be in choir because like I can perform on a stage and then like interact with people
and I get better at that.
Researcher:
Okay. I have another broad question and you might feel like you're repeating yourself
sometimes and that's totally fine. Um, what does it feel like to be a member of this choir?
Melanie:
Um, it's great. I feel like every interaction I have in choir, not only is it good, but I've
learned something from almost every conversation I have, whether it's, you know, about
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the person, about music, about anything. Um, and so it's just constantly just great. Um,
and always informative and grow.
Stephen:
I definitely have to agree with everything she just said.
Elizabeth:
It's definitely a positive learning experience all the way through
Melanie:
One of the best things that ever happened to me. I don't know why we didn't find this
choir sooner. I love it here.
Researcher:
I'm going to ask you another question that I hadn't thought of before, but I'm going to
throw it in there. Oh, Maria has an answer. I'm going to look at that real quick. Maria:
Awesome. It's amazing. And I feel I would have been lost without it…Great. Thank you.
So some of you have been in for a number of years, some of you have started this year or
this semester. Some of you might have different limited experiences...And now my
question is, what kinds of experiences or rehearsals or performances or trips or whatever
do do any of those? You feel like they, you build community more or less during certain
times or certain activities?
Elizabeth:
So for normal choir rehearsals, like, like every Monday, like the standard, I find it
personally a little harder to have conversation based on before, when people may, might
not show up around your time or might rush out the door afterwards. There's not always
that communication time, but then on weekends, before performance, or when you go on
a trip, there's all of this crammed together time that you just can't escape anybody that
you can just sort of talk to and, you know, get to know someone you might not have
gotten to know before.
Stephen:
Yeah. What Elizabeth said. Um, yeah, on trips. I like it on trips because you can, um,
you're all usually just in a building together. You can know what people are like more,
because on like in choir, people are usually on somewhat the best behavior. But on trips
you can actually know who they are and you can actually have fun conversations, play
games and have lots of fun.
Researcher:
And then I'm going to ask even more specifically, um, on like on a Monday night
rehearsal, even, you know, if, if trips for some of you maybe would be easier to connect,
um, just because of all that downtime. But if you were just on a Monday night, are there
any specific times like, or interactions or, you know, if you think about a rehearsal that
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we've had some time that you felt like, oh, this is a moment where I really feel connected
to these people or to the directors or whatever. Like, you know, cause we do all these
different things during rehearsal itself. You don't have to have an answer if you can't
think of anything, but I'm just throwing it out there in case you have any ideas.
Stephen:
Before, um, sometimes before the rehearsal, uh, two of the kids, the choristers, play some
games like Chinese finger sticks. That's basically the only game I know that we play. And
that's just sort of fun.
Researcher:
What's the name of the game?
Stephen:
Chinese finger sticks. I think that's what it's called. You can just have a fun time with
people connecting.
Researcher:
Awesome. Well, we're starting to wrap up. I had no idea how long this would take, so it's
probably not going to take a full hour so you can go like eat some chocolate or something
after this. Um, of all the things we talked about today, I'm going to ask you to do this in
the chat in however many words in a sentence or whatever. And then, you know, you can
elaborate on it if you want. Of all the things we've talked about today, what to you is the
most important? What should really be emphasized? So go ahead and write that in the
chat. You can, you can just click enter at any time whenever you're done.
Researcher:
I'm seeing some similarities between your answers again which is cool. And also some
difference in some specific things. I think I've had an answer from almost everyone. So I
saw spending time with people or being connected to people and having friendships, um,
learning music to feel connected and yeah, Joy and desire to gain experience and musical
knowledge. Cool. That's really helpful. Um, last question, once again, open-ended broad,
but you can say it, if you, um, would like to. Is there anything else anyone feels like we
should have talked about in terms of SVCC community or how it's created or anything
important that you feel like we should have talked about, but we didn't?
Elizabeth:
They make the guidelines and rules and expectations very clear from the start.
Researcher:
Thanks for adding that.
Melanie:
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Doing something good for a good cause. I mean the joy you get out of it, the, the way you
make other people feel, I feel like that's really important because we didn't do all the
work for nothing. I love the look on people's faces after a good performance.
Researcher:
Well thank you all so much…that is all I have. And I'm really excited. I'm going to do
two more of these, um, next week. And then, like I said, I'm going to write up a paper
about it for my project. And then, um, yeah, I'm excited to see you all in the fall again,
have a really great summer. Thanks so much. I'm really honored that you were willing to
take the time to do this. So thank you everyone.
Zoom Chat Transcript – Interview #1
00:10:06

Melanie:

Joy, Love, Excitement.

00:10:06

Allison:

friends, growth, song

00:10:06

Elizabeth:

companionship, learning, opportunity

00:10:06

Maria:

Fun, exhilarating, homey

00:10:57

Stephen:

Very fun

00:30:23
Elizabeth:
The most important to me is the sense of community and
friendship we are able to make when we get together. Whether it’s through a normal
practice, downtime, or on a trip, without the strong community we have as a choir, we
would not have the sparkle that we do today. :P
00:30:27
Allison:
learning and growth
00:30:49

Stephen:

the bonds and friendships along with the constant
Spending time with people and learning music

00:31:13
Maria:
The community is my favorite part like Elizabeth said I like
to feel connected with my fellow choristers and SVCC is an amazing part of my life I
don’t know where I would be without it
00:31:51
Melanie:
The love and joy I get out of being in such a community
where I know I am a part of something I can enjoy while also gaining experience of
something I really enjoy doing and also ;earning about.
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Interview #2:
Researcher:
Thank you so much for being here! If anyone else shows up great, and if not, this is
awesome. Um, I'm going to read a little introduction to our interviews here. But overall,
I'm hoping we can just have a relaxed conversation and no pressure.
Welcome to our session today. And thank you for taking the time to join me, to
talk about your experience in SVCC. My name is Heidi King, as you probably know by
now. And you might know that I have been taking classes the past two years at James
Madison university, and I'm working on getting my master's degree in music education.
The final project for this degree is to conduct a research study, and I have chosen to use
this opportunity to learn more about how students experience a sense of community in
choir. I'm really excited to hear your perspectives of your experience of community in
SVCC. Our group represents a broad, a variety of ages and experience levels as well as
different school. So we will probably have different viewpoints. And that's great. That's
what I'm looking for.
My goal is to hear your perspectives of how you experience community in SVCC.
And as you think about this and share your thoughts, I invite you to think about all the
years that you've been in SVCC, um, whether that's one year or this year during COVID,
but also before that there are no wrong answers. And there may be times where you agree
or you disagree with each other. And that is okay. I'm interested in hearing all of your
comments, whether they are positive or negative. It's important for me to clarify that I
come to you today, not as an SVCC teacher, but as a researcher from JMU, who is
genuinely interested in hearing about your experience this year. And I hope you can feel
free to share your honest thoughts and know that I will not tell any of the directors, staff
or anyone outside of our session, who said what. It's also important that none of the
participants, you all, share what was said with other people.
We just want to make sure it's a safe environment that everyone feels like they
can share whatever they want to share. If you feel uncomfortable at any time or feel like
you need to leave, just let me know by speaking up or put it in the chat, or you can just
leave. And that's totally fine. I am recording our session today, but that is just so that I
can come back to it later and remember what you said. I'm doing a few of these interview
sessions and after they're finished, I will go through all the interviews and analyze them
to find ideas and group them together. And then I'm going to write up a paper and do a
whole fun thing there. By learning about this, I hope to learn how we can build
community in choir, to just have an enhanced experience. My final paper will be
available to anyone who wants to read it, but no names or anything like that will be
included. So we'll get started today. And, um, I have some questions that we're going to
go through and you don't have to answer every single question. Um, you can just feel free
to pop in and out as you'd like. And like I said, if you feel uncomfortable, you can leave
at any time. I'm just excited to hear what you have to say. So just to introduce yourselves,
um, can you all, we'll, I'll ask everyone to answer this one. Um, if you can tell me your
name and then one reason why you chose to be in SVCC So anyone start it off and then
we'll just go around. Who wants to start?
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Skylar:
Oh, sorry. Um, my name is Skylar and I...I'm not entirely sure why I joined SVCC when I
was like five. So I think my grandma signed me up
Researcher:
Okay. Next? Anybody jump in.
Leah:
Um, my name's Leah and I joined SVCC. Um, so my friends were in it and they had told
me about how there was kind of a more advanced musical, um, like level. And I was
really excited about being able to be part of that. So the friends and the like enhanced
musicianship stuff for my mind too.
Researcher:
Cool. Trent, go for it.
Trent:
Uh, my name's Trent. Um, and yeah, I don't know quite why I joined. Um, I'd made up
my mind that in sixth grade, when I got out of elementary school and had time I was
going to join SVCC and that's what I did, but I don't know why.
Researcher:
That's okay. Great.
Gabe:
I don't know why I did.
Julia:
Hi, my name's Julia and I chose to be in SVCC cause I really like to sing.
Researcher:
Okay, great. Awesome. Well, um, I'll ask you to use the chat for this one. So the next
question is what are three words that come to mind when you think of your experience in
SVCC? So think about three words and don't press enter yet. We'll going to, we're going
to do it all at the same time so that they all come up. So in the chat, just type three words
that come to mind when you think of your experience in SVCC…All right. May start
wrapping it up and go ahead and press enter now. And if you're not totally done, wrap it
up and then we'll take a look. Let's see what we've got. Interesting, great, and growing
fun, special, friendly, friendship, musicianship, and rigorous, sing, community,
professional. Awesome. I see some similarities there and fun, friendly, professional.
Cool, awesome. Well, that's a nice little, um, something to get my, my brain going.
Researcher:

101
So next question. This is, just answer with your mouth, um, question for whoever would,
be willing to go start us off first is a very broad question. So we'll start there. Just like go
for it. And if I need to narrow it down to help you out, I'll definitely do that. So my first
question is please tell me about your experience of community within SVCC. So
anything that comes to mind, if anyone would like to share
Leah:
When I think about community in SVCC, I again think about how I, I joined, um,
because I think it was three of my friends were in SVCC. And since we, we live so far
away, I had not known anybody else from there except like one, I happened to know
[another chorister] from another mutual friend. And so I remember being a little bit
intimidated by the idea of like 120 (in like a good year) people that I didn't know from all
different schools and, like EMU, I had barely interacted with as an entity. But then the
community sort of the sense of community really formed. And it was nice to have a
shared interest and shared passion. So like, even if I had never met any of these people
and we had at least one thing in common and, um, we might find some of the same like
weird musical things funny. Like if we happen to be singing like a really crunchy chord,
there's like that mutual, like, this is nice, but also, oh, no. Yeah. It was just a nice feeling
to have something, a nice jumping off point for any new people you met.
Researcher:
Great. Thanks for sharing. Go ahead.
Trent:
Mine is a lot the same, um, kinda like her. I was also intimidated when I first joined
because, uh, there was a lot of people who are a lot older than me and I was worried
about not fitting in, not knowing enough stuff about music, but they were nice and yeah,
community, the community feeling really helped me fit in. And then, um, I also felt to
community in making a lot of friends in SVCC. You can get really close with a lot of
people in SVCC.
Skylar:
Uh, I don't really know how I would describe community, cause I would say I'm pretty
much an introvert. So I have one or two friends, maybe like a group of four at the most,
but I always thought it was, I found a group of people that was like really fun to be
around. It was always just great. And some of, some of my friends at SVCC I'm closer to
than my school friends, which honestly is crazy because I live about an hour away from
everyone there. And uh, but the community is always gonna be positive and it's really fun
to be around the people here.
Researcher:
Thanks. Anyone else want to share this one? Okay. We'll keep moving on. Tell me about
the kinds of interactions you've had with other singers in the choir. So some of you
mentioned that you're close with some friends in the choir or that was kind of an
important part. So what kinds of interactions do you have? Good or bad? Like they can
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be anything. So some that help contribute to forming a sense of community or, or things
that detract from a sense of community, either one.
Skylar:
I think that especially since I met a lot of the people when I was like a lot younger and it
was a lot easier, to get closer and more so carefree with the kids and now it's still fun.
You can still have that energy going and it's, I just, I don't know like how to describe it,
but we can always just be really carefree and fun around each other. And I think that
really helps with the community.
Leah:
Like Skylar, I also live pretty far away, so it's um, at first a lot of my interactions were
more sort of cordial, like shy, just like basics. And um, but over the years it's been like
now I would say like my standard SVCC rehearsal or something in person, um, would be
like mostly just kind of joking interactions with friends or like you did a great job on your
solo audition, very like either supportive or joking around, or just like genuinely asking
each other like helpful questions or like pointing something out like, Hey, you sound
great, but I think you might've heard that note wrong...just so you know, I think that that
was an F sharp, we sang the other one, you know, something like that. Um, so I feel like
they are almost all, like, they're all very positive. It's just like a scale of how comfortable
I've been, you know, that's been the only, only thing. Yeah.
Researcher:
Thanks. Anyone else have anything to add for this one? What kind of interactions you've
had with other singers in the choir.
Researcher:
So I'll go to another question and then, you know, kind of tie some of these things back. I
have some more, more questions for that specifically, but talking about the directors now
we've talked about like peers and friends of the choir. What about the kinds of
interactions you have with the directors of the choir? And remember the I'm just here to
learn. I'm not going to say any of this to any of the directors. What kinds of interactions
do you have with the directors?
Gabe:
Oh, the directors. It's almost always like supportive and giving you advice.
Researcher:
Yeah. Okay.
Skylar:
Yeah, I notice that it's always like either a question, like a helpful question or a
suggestion, or like a lot of ideas. It's always really positive conversations that either like
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you need help with anything or if you like, you know, have a suggestion to help things
like go smoother.
Researcher:
Thanks.
Leah:
I completely agree with what both of them have said. Um, and one thing to piggyback off
for that is, um, one element of like the way they interact with us that I've always found, it
was really helpful to the sense of community. Um, the way [one director] can remember
everybody's names and put them to a face. I've always really admired that because I'm not
great with that. And I always find that when they remember certain things about you,
even if you haven't spoken to them in a long time, like if they're like, oh, your musical
was last weekend, right? Like, oh, sorry, I can make it just little details like that, really
that element has always, really made me feel more at home.
Researcher:
And I saw Trent said, yes. Oh, you have your hand up. Go ahead.
Trent:
Yeah, very positive...When I was in sixth grade, it could like right before a concert, it
could be just a little bit stressful because they would go really fast. Um, and I was
worried I couldn't catch up, but I would always catch up and it was, yeah, it was okay. It
ended up okay. But most of the time it's really positive.
Researcher:
So am I hearing you correctly in saying that sometimes, when things are a little fast,
especially before a concert, maybe that can be a little bit overwhelming?
Trent:
Yeah.
Researcher:
Okay. So the fast pace…um, has anyone else experienced something kind of like that or
not? If not, that's fine. ,
Gabe:
Yeah, this year with Sit Down You're Rocking the Boat, that dance.
Trent:
Yeah, that was kind of a little bit rushed.
Researcher:
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Okay. Okay. So what rushed in terms of like, trying to get a lot in, in a small amount of
time?
Trent:
Yeah, trying to learn a whole lot in like two days.
Researcher:
Gotcha.
Leah:
I feel like sometimes it's about 50/50, sometimes those really stressful experiences, which
are like, like you guys were saying, rare, but I feel like it's kind of 50/50 on whether we
come out feeling better because of it or we're just like, we made it like sort of, you know.
I feel like there are some times where the stressfulness like sort of brings us together, but
you know, that can be sort of 50/50.
Researcher:
Yeah. That's helpful. I'm glad to hear things like that. For sure. Any other thoughts or,
um, anything specific that the directors do that you think helps build a sense of
community or not? Or anyone? It, it doesn't just have to be the directors, but if there's
anyone, if you ever like, oh, I had this interaction one time with this person and it was so
great or so not great.
Leah:
I can, I honestly am less intimidated by the directors and more by some of the parent
assistants. I know they're all great. And they're all very helpful, but I can find some of
them a little bit...I know they're just working really hard, and so they're very focused on
the administrative part of it, but I can, that can freak me out a little bit. But, [a staff
member] and I have recently formed like a really nice connection and she kind of falls
between director and parent assistant something, not sure what to label her as, but, um, I
think sometimes just because we interact with them so briefly and in such like rushed and
stressful situations, like before a concert or during check-in, they can seem a little scarier,
but, um, I think we all like, know, they're nice, but they can be a little intimidating.
Researcher:
Any other specific things that you think people, any people, directors or anybody or
singers do that makes you feel a good sense of community or less sense of community?
Okay, let me do another one. Um, so similar question, but a little bit different. What
kinds of activities or experiences do you feel helps build community? So, you know, if
you think about a rehearsal or a concert or a trip or retreat or anything, if you think about
all of that, when is a time that you feel like, oh, we're really part of a community? Can
you think of a time or, or an activity specific activity,
Gabe:
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Like the pods, like the, uh, the head chorister for pods. Yeah.
Researcher:
Pods, just like all the things that you do with the pods are any, anything specific about
them?
Gabe:
So I have a hard time talking to people and that kind of forces me to talk to people, which
is always beneficial.
Researcher:
Okay. Yeah. Thanks.
Julia:
I thought the retreat, um, was, uh, I liked that because I felt like I got to know the people
there better, um, since we were there for like such a long time. So I felt like I got to know
a lot of people better then.
Researcher:
Thank you.
Skylar:
This wouldn't be an activity, which is, especially when, like, when you're just like the
way we're placed and if you're next to someone who isn't the kind of person you would
normally be friends with, it's like, like I said, I'm an introvert and it's hard to talk to
people. So it's like, it's, um, it's just, it helps me get out there and make a new friend or
acquaintance even. And it's definitely very helpful.
Researcher:
Great. Thank you.
Leah:
I completely agree with that. And that reminded me of something I was going to say. And
then I forgot, which is I always, in theory, I always want to sit with my friends and like
be near people I know already, but I really end up liking how like randomly assigned
seating or like height assigned seating ...I feel like that's how I've made more friends that
I might not have otherwise. Like, I, I have so many fond memories of like, there was one
time that we sang all mixed up by voice parts so that we were roughly in little like SATB
sections and like, but interspersed. And that's how I became closer with some of the
people in sections that I'm not usually standing next to, or that aren't in my section. Um,
so I think that kind of like forcing people to be in new combinations ends up working out,
even if people are a little reluctant at first.
Researcher:
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Cool.
Leah:
But also, sorry, that's the other thing I forgot. I was gonna say, um, uh, one, uh, another
thing that I feel like is very beneficial is, um, on, on like trips, I think as important as the
actual singing and rehearsing together is, I think having some downtime where we're all
forced to be together and just sort of like, but no set agenda is really helpful. Like I think
a lot of, I have a lot of fond memories of like the DC trip and we had like Korean brunch
one time and it was just a really new environment and it really made us all come together.
Researcher:
Great. Thank you. This one's even more specific. Maybe you don't have an answer for
this either...On a Monday rehearsal, just like a normal rehearsal day, if you think through,
you know, all the things that happen...you know, you show up, you have some time
before it starts, we would do warmups and so on...Are there any specific times during a
Monday rehearsal that you're like thinking, oh, this is a that helps you feel like you're
building community during those times. Does that make sense? If you don't have an
answer, that's fine. But if you have something to share. For a Monday rehearsal.
Gabe:
In a normal year, it's usually before the rehearsal starts after you check in. Yeah.
Researcher:
So what happens during that time that you, you feel like is helpful?
Gabe:
I would talk to the people who sat next to me. But that didn't happen this year since they
were 10 feet away from me.
Researcher:
Yes. Right. Covid made that harder. Okay.
Skylar:
Um, I agree with that. I would say, especially like the person, you know, we've talked to
isn't there, but there's like someone like around, you can talk to them instead. And like,
you know, get to know people.
Leah:
Another thing that we, we didn't have as much this year, but in normal years, the concert
choir splits up into SATB and SSA choirs, which pretty much cuts us in half. which I find
that I usually have a really strong sense of community with the people in whichever one
I'm in. It doesn't have as much of a full group community, but I always feel like much
closer with the people there because there are just fewer of us.
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Researcher:
Cool. Thanks.
Researcher:
I'm kind of going a different direction. What do you hope to get out of being in SVCC?
Anyone can go for it. What do you hope to get out of it? What are your goals?
Gabe:
Just being a better singer. And knowing how to read music and stuff like that.
Researcher:
Okay. Okay.
Skylar:
I think it's really, I like to remember…I want to remember SVCC for the enjoyment and
looking back on the fond memories I've had. That's sort of the main thing I want to get
out of it. It's just like memories.
Researcher:
Okay. Thanks.
Leah:
I definitely agree with what both people are saying. I think since this is my last year, I can
kind of give like a, what I thought at the beginning versus what actually happened now.
And I feel like I went into it thinking like, okay, I'm going to improve my musicianship.
I'm going to, learn things that we don't cover in school choir, this is going to be like
higher caliber. And then I ended up while that was really valuable. And I was still really
passionate about that. I found that like building the community and like working together
and making new friends ended up being sort of the...as valuable, if not more valuable
than the, um, the more technical side of things.
Researcher:
Okay, great. I'll just repeat the question one more time. In case we've had some in and out
with some people, it is totally fine. If, uh, if anyone else wants to share, what do you hope
to get out of SVCC? Or what are your goals by being an SVCC? If anyone else wants to
chime in feel free. Okay. Well, the next part of that question is...How have others in the
choir shown you that they share your goals? Or do you feel like other people share the
same goals? What you want to get out of it...You might not have thought about this
before probably, but yeah. How do you, how do you see other people demonstrating what
they care about?
Leah:
One thing that I feel like is sort of a blessing and a curse that gives that feeling to me, is
sort of the balance of staying on task and being really focused and rigorous, but then also
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like sometimes in transitions we can goof off a little bit and sometimes [one director] will
go on her tangents, and, like it's okay. Like I finding that balance of having serious, like
really disciplined or intense musical education, but then also being like, I don't know,
goofing around with the pianist or something. That's always really nice. Sorry, just to
clarify, that shows that they share a goal with like both friendship and like interpersonal
things as well as the more technical side.
Researcher:
Great. Yeah. That's helpful. Thank you. Anyone else for that one? Anyone else have a
ways that other people share?
Skylar:
This is kind of random...like the fact they, record all the concerts always makes sense, but
since I want to keep memories from being in the choir, I, I think that it's just so I can look
back and see how I did look up to other people. And it's great.
Researcher:
Yeah, thanks. All right. Here's another broad one. What does it feel like to be a member
of this choir?
Trent:
It feels really special. Um, it feels like I'm a part of a big thing that...it's very professional
and yeah, it makes me good.,
Skylar:
I agree with him. I feel like a lot of my friends know about this. And like, I talk about it
pretty often. Um, and I feel, I feel very proud...and professional.
Leah:
I agree that it feels very professional and it makes you feel like you're working toward a
goal and kind of like he said of like, you feel like you're part of something bigger because
there's sort of, there's both like a concrete goal and sort of more of an abstract one. Like
we want to know the music, but we also want to like, make something out of it and it can
feel intense at times, but it feels pretty fulfilling because of the interpersonal aspects of it.
And the more artistic elements, even when the technical stuff gets hard, it ends up being
worth it.
Researcher:
Anyone else? What does it feel like to be a member of this choir? Let me ask you about
the word that's come up a couple of times..."professional." I'm just curious to get some
more elaboration on that. Is being professional as a choir or individual important to you?
And why? Is being professional important? And why or why not?
Skylar:
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Oh, I guess I think it's important, especially us as a lot of us are like... We're at the age
where we need to like, kind of get into the mode that we need to kind of like fend for
ourselves, I'd say. we need to like, be able to handle things on our own and be
professional about it. And I think it's just very important.
Researcher:
Great, thank you. Anyone else?
Leah:
I totally agree with her in that it's not necessarily something I spend a lot of time thinking
about in other parts of my day-to-day life, you know, I, I know like it's important for like
a job interview or something, but it's a nice sort of practical application of more sort of
like abstract things that you learn. And like the more, I don't know, the more like abstract
parts of like everyday school where they'll give you a basic idea of like, okay, you have
to be professional, I'll make this presentation or something. But I feel like this is a nice
practical use example of that, where we have a uniform and we're supposed to be exactly
in it. Like we're not allowed to show up in half uniform or be seen in half uniform. And
like, I feel like being professional in this case is really great for like workplace readiness.
Like it makes me feel like I have something to, as an example to look back on if I need to
apply these things in the future. If that makes sense.
Researcher:
Yeah. Yeah. That's great. Thank you. Anyone else have thoughts about professionalism?
I just brought it up because it has come up a couple of times in what you said. All right,
well, we're wrapping it up. Um, this is one of my last questions here, and I'll ask you to
use the chat and you can use however many words you want of all the things we've talked
about today. What to you is the most important? What should really be emphasized? So
that's very broad and that's going to be individual. So anything you want to say, however,
many words you want to use is fine. So I'll read it one more time and then you can, you
can type your answer and just click enter whenever you want. Of all the things we've
talked about today, what to you is the most important? What should really be
emphasized? So I'll give you a little bit of time to write something up...I love reading all
of these answers, some definite similarities.
Researcher:
Awesome So I'm hearing, Definitely lots of importance on friendships, but also some
importance on professionalism and having a good balance seems to be important at least
to some people, maybe not to every single person, but that's awesome. I'm just going to
ask if there's anything else that anyone feels like we should have talked about, or that
should have come up. Oh, there was one thing I wanted to ask now that I'm
remembHaileyg back then about like, is this one I'm just gonna, I'm coming out of, out of
the top of my head. So expectations or guidelines when Leah was talking about uniforms
and things like that, it just made me think about, does anybody have any feelings about
how expectations or rules or guidelines fit into all of this? Either, how they make you
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feel, if they're helpful to help you feel part of a community, or if they're kind of, if they
help you not feel part of a community, any thoughts on that?
Skylar:
I just want to say, just like a kind of comparison to just the fact that this year was so
unique and we had just the, uh, the shirt and the pants and he had all the costumes. I just
think that was a lot of fun as a good, a different little bit of an atmosphere from what we
normally do, we were outside in the rain, and it was just, it was really positive.
Researcher:
So you're saying you like the, you having a normal uniform, but also liked having, doing
something different or more relaxed, is that right?
Skylar:
Yeah. I, I don't know. Sometimes I don't, I just like the change this year.
Researcher:
Cool. Anyone else?
Leah:
This is a little bit random, like kind of a tangent. We didn't have this, this year, but, a
couple of my friends who are former members of SVCC and even some today, like we
sort of have a joke about this conversation that comes up around expectations some years,
most years that is referred to as "The Box." I don't know if you were there for any of the
box conversation.
Researcher:
Yeah, I was. I'm kind of forgetting what...I kind of remember. Yeah.
Leah:
Basically, it's a discussion of expectations that usually comes as a response to them being
broken and it, like, it's making me nervous thinking about it. It's okay. Um, and basically
the idea is like, what is inside the box of SVCC like, what do we bring to it? And it's, it's
good things and like paying attention, these things. And then what's outside is things that
we don't want to have going on during SVCC. And while I totally get where they're
coming from with that one, it always feels very grave. And my friends and I sort of have
a running joke about that, we're scared of the box, like the physical drawing, just like, as
a joke. But, it can sometimes...if I were to try and think of a time that I felt sort of
unwelcome or uncomfortable, that would be the only thing. There have been sort of, I
don't know, sometimes it can feel a little bit implicitly weird. That's all. But I totally get
the need for it, I guess it's coming from, but yeah.
Researcher:
So you understand the need, but it makes you feel, I don't know if I got a word...
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Leah:
I wish it was a different method because it makes me, it makes, it feels very like..."It's too
late. You've already done wrong." It feels very sort of final and scary to me at least.
Researcher:
Okay. I hear you. Yeah. I really appreciate you bringing that up. And that's something I
want to, I forgot. I wanted to ask if anyone needs encouragement to bring up anything
that you don't love. That's totally great and fine. You are welcome to, you know, is there
anything anyone wants to say about, oh, I felt uncomfortable at this point and that did not
help my community. Anyone? I know we have a lot of different ages. So she might've
been the only one that heard the box thing potentially.
Leah:
And also to be clear, I have kind of a small sample size. I've only been in for three years.
It happened to happen both of the first two years, but I don't know if that's an example of
what it's normally like, and I know we didn't have anything like that this year.
Researcher:
Yeah, I appreciate you saying that, but you're good. All right. Well, is there anything else
that anyone feels that we should have talked about, but didn't? All right. Well, I, so, so, so
appreciate all of you sharing and showing up and giving me your thoughts. Like I said, I
have two other groups of people and I'm going to go over all of it and find similarities
and things like that. And it'll just be interesting to see, what comes out of it, but I really
appreciate you coming. And I hope you all have a great summer if you're already in
summer. Have a good night. See you everybody. Thank you. Thank you.
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Interview #3
Researcher:
Well, thank you so, so much for being willing to come and talk to me and maybe you
have an idea of what you're talking about, but you still don't know, so thanks for just
going for it. I'm just looking forward to hearing what you have to say about your
experience in SVCC. And I hope you just can feel relaxed and, whatever you have to say
is awesome. That's what I want to hear. I'm going to read this introduction that is my
official guide to start this conversation. So I'll just be reading this, but, um, some
important stuff and it just so you understand what I'm doing. So here we go. Welcome to
our session today. Thank you for taking the time to join me, to talk about your experience
in SVCC. I am Heidi king, as you know, and you may know that I have been taking
classes the past two years at James Madison university, and I'm working on getting my
master's degree in music education. The final project for this degree is to conduct a
research study, and I have chosen to use this opportunity to learn more about how
students like you experience a sense of community in choir. I'm so excited to hear your
perspectives of community, in SVCC. Our group represents a range of ages and
experience levels in choir, as well as people who go to public private, homeschool, all of
that is represented.
So we may have a wide variety of viewpoints. My goal is to hear your
perspectives on your experience of community in SVCC, as you think about this and
share your thoughts, I invite you to consider all of the years that you have been in
SVCC...for some of you, it might be one semester, some of you, it might be 10 years, I
don't know, but all of your years, including this past year, which was obviously different,
there are no wrong answers. And there may be times where you agree with each other or
you disagree. And that is okay. I'm interested in hearing all of your comments, whether
they're positive or negative. It's important for me to clarify that I come to you today as
not as an SVCC teacher, but as a researcher. And I'm genuinely interested in hearing
about your experience. I hope you can feel free to share your honest thoughts and know
that I will not tell any of the directors, staff, or anyone outside our session here, who said
what, it's also important that we all, none of the participants you share what was said with
other people. We just want to make sure that everyone feels safe and comfortable to share
your thoughts. If you feel uncomfortable at any time or feel like you need to leave the
interview, just let me know, no questions asked. That's fine. I am recording our session
today, but that's just so that I can come back to it later. And remember what you said. I'm
having a few of these other interviews. And the goal after I have these is to kind of
analyze all the things that you said and find some themes. And then I'm going to write a
big paper as my project. By learning about your perspectives, I can learn more ways
about how to build community in choir. My final paper will be available to anyone who
is interested in reading it, but no names will be included. So let's get started. That's all the
formal stuff, but I encourage you just to feel comfortable, responding to one another.
Some of you may or may not know each other. So we're going to start off with a, just an
introduction. If you can say your name and then tell us one reason why you chose to be in
SVCC.
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Hailey:
Well, my name is Hailey and I chose to be in SVCC because, um, I've always enjoyed
singing and performing and my siblings were in it, so it seems really cool based on like
the concerts. So I just decided to join.
Nora:
So my name is Nora and the reason I chose to come into SVCC is because I'm always
looking for new experiences and new challenges, and this just has been amazing.
Researcher:
Who wants to go next?
Peyton:
My name's Peyton and I joined SVCC because I love music.
Andrea:
My name's Andrea and I joined SVCC because I also love music, but I also wanted some
new challenges with music.
Brayden:
I'm Brayden and I joined SVCC cause I like to sing.
Researcher:
Okay, great. Well, this is going to be the chat. I'm gonna ask you to use the chat to
answer this question. What are three words that come to mind when you think of your
experience in SVCC? So any three words about your experience in SVCC.
Researcher:
All right. So we've got...Fun community, family, love, fun, community learning,
happiness, loving, enjoyable, fun, fun friendship community. Cool. I see some
similarities there and some differences. That's awesome. That's good. Kind of warm up
for me to see. All right. So this next question, I'll ask you to say out loud and you don't
have to answer every single question if you don't want to, and I'm not going to call on
people. So just, you know, whatever you feel like you want to answer. So my first
question is very broad and we'll just start broad and I'll see what you say. And then I'll
have some more specific ones too. Please tell me about your experience of community
within SVCC. Anything. Whoever wants to go no wrong answers. Tell me about your
experience of community.
Brayden:
I just started SVCC and it just kind of welcomed me and made me feel like I was at home
right from the first day, even though I was new.
Researcher:
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Thanks for starting us off. Anyone else have something for this one?
Andrea:
Pod leaders were very, um, interactive and were always reaching out to see if you need
like help or something.
Nora:
Everyone's always really nice and welcoming and you never really feel alone.
Researcher:
Cool. I'll keep going a little bit more specific. Um, what more specifically, what
contributes to you feeling a sense of community in the choir? So some of you kind of
answered that a little bit already, but like, you know, just to phrase it a different way,
what contributes to you feeling a sense of community in the choir?
Peyton:
If you really need like, help on something they're always there for you.
Researcher:
Can I ask who “they” is?
Peyton:
Pod leaders...[the artistic director].
Brayden:
Just people there to help keep you up. If you're having a tough time, people are there to
help you through it.
Researcher:
I'm gonna kind of jump to something. Um, I've heard this theme about helping, you
know, people being willing to help. I'm curious, just to hear what kinds of specific
interactions you've had. How have you seen help happening? Um, so if anyone has a
specific time that you witnessed either someone helping you or you helping them, or you
saw other people helping each other, can you just give me some examples of that?
Anyone I know I'm putting you on the spot a lot today, do your best. Okay. Go ahead.
Andrea:
I had questions about concerts, about, um, some stuff in music that I contacted my pod
leader. And she responded basically right away.
Researcher:
You do that like by texting or calling or, or in-person?
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Andrea:
Texting. But some in person too.
Researcher:
Okay, cool. Anyone else have a story of helping?
Nora:
Uh, the directors always take time out of their day to help you, if you have any questions
or anything. And they helped me with a lot of things when I was new.
Researcher:
Okay. Well, um, next question...I'd like to hear more about what kinds of interactions
have you had with other singers in the choir. What kinds of interactions do you have with
them? By interactions, you maybe know what I mean, but in case you don't just like, what
kinds of things do you say to each other that helps you feel more sense of community or
what makes you feel less a sense of community? I really want to encourage you that feel
free to share anything positive or negative. So, so when you're with the other, chorusters,
I'm here, I've already heard some of you say pod leaders helping you, maybe it has helped
feel a sense of community, any other things that you feel?
Brayden:
Yeah. Just being with my pod in general, like, just talking about the crazy things we've
done, it's kind of like other people have done kind of the same things. So yeah. It kind of
relates to each other.
Researcher:
That would be like relating to each other. Just kind of like outside of music. Right. Is that
what you're talking about? It's kind of talking that you've enjoyed.
Brayden:
[Nodding]
Researcher:
Okay, cool. Anyone else? What kind of ways do you interact with the other choristers?
Hailey:
All the choristers in general are very helpful. If you have like a question about like the
music that we're learning or about like anything that about SVCC in general, they're
always friendly. They're always super friendly and understanding, and they're always
willing to answer any questions that you have.
Researcher:
So you said friendly and helpful. Are you talking about who are you talking about?
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Hailey:
The older choristers in general, like, the people who have more experience than you.
Researcher:
Okay. The older choristers were friendly and helpful and willing to help. Okay. Gotcha.
Peyton:
This past concert, when we had our baskets, we had to share with somebody. So I had
brief talks with some people.
Researcher:
Did that help you feel like you're building a sense of community?
Peyton:
Yeah.
Researcher:
Okay. What about the directors? Some of you kind of mentioned this a little bit, but what
kinds of interactions do you have with the directors of the choir that maybe help you feel
more sense of community or less? Either way.
Brayden:
If you're working in a group of any kind, if you're having a tough time figuring something
out, like they'll go focus on you and help you. And then they'll go back to the rest of the
group and make sure everyone like is on the right. Is that the right spot?
Nora:
If you have a question about whether you should go to a choir event or another really
important event in your life, then they'll always be there to guide you in the correct
decision.
Researcher:
Anything else you can think of about ways you've seen the directors interact either with
you personally or with other people? Do you feel like you've seen anything specific that
the directors do that helps build a sense of community? I'll just give you a second to think
about that. So this time I'm asking you, are there things that you see them do that helps
you to feel a sense of community?
Nora:
Just by coming up with the idea that, um, you get to go into groups with people and talk
about things with them. Um, that way I feel a sense of community.
Andrea:
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I like at the end, when they say like handshake, high five, or hug--it kind of like closes
things in a loving way.
Researcher:
Okay. Let's move on. And sometimes you might feel like I'm asking very similar
questions just in different ways and maybe that helps you think of it differently. If you
feel like you're repeating yourself, that's fine too. Okay. This one is a little different.
What do you hope to get out of being in SVCC? So what are your goals? What do you
hope to get out of being in SVCC?
Brayden:
Relationships with other people in the community and region. Like knowing other
people, instead of just the people that I go to school with, or the people that live like
really close to me.
Peyton:
Learning new voice parts, learning new music. Yeah.
Andrea:
I could say that it could be like an educational part too, but it's also like a fun experience
because you get to go out of the country. Like you get experiences like that. Singing with
other choirs.
Hailey:
Definitely new relationships and meeting new people and becoming closer to the other
choristers, as well as becoming comfortable singing with a whole bunch of other people
and learning new voice parts.
Nora:
I feel like it educates you a lot more in music so that you kind of have [inaudible].
Researcher:
Great. Thanks everyone for trying again on that one, I heard a lot of you saying learning
new music or new voice parts and educating yourself more on that and also learning to
know new people or people that you wouldn't otherwise know. Cool. Um, so how those
are your goals or what you hope to get out of SVCC? My next question is, do you feel
like other choristers share some of those goals? If so, how do they show you that they
share your goals? How can you see that?
Nora:
By doing the homework that [the artistic director] assigns.
Researcher:
Okay.
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Brayden:
Always reaching out to talk to someone new.
Researcher:
All right. My next question is what kinds of activities or experiences do you feel help
build community? So for example, you know, in SVCC, we have all sorts of things that
we do, like rehearsals, trips, retreats, pods, you mentioned. So what kinds of activities or
experiences do you feel like you really experience community the most?
Brayden:
I, I, from my personal experience, it's probably retreats because you're talking to people
and meeting people that you wouldn't meet before. Like you're just talking to people in
your pod, just like sitting beside people, like not really getting to know them, but then at
retreats, it's just more open. You can learn more about other people and who they are.
Researcher:
Thank you.
Nora:
We do the regular concerts, the spring concert and the winter concert, but I really like the
concerts where we go out to homes or things like that. And then we sing for the residents
there. And it's nice.
Andrea:
I think trips, even if you're just going like across the country, I think that can help cause
you're like riding in a bus with somebody or the whole chorister family, I guess you could
say.
Researcher:
Great. Thank you. Anyone else? What kinds of activities or experiences?
Peyton :
I like how SVCC does different languages. So you learn different languages while
singing,
Researcher:
To make it even more specific. If you think about just a Monday night rehearsal, a normal
rehearsal, um, you know, within rehearsal, there's some different activities going on.
Like, I mean, before you get there, you're doing whatever you're doing and then you
warm up and, you know, there's different things throughout era, the way we teach music
and before COVID, and probably after there were musicianship classes and different
things. So if you think about a Monday night rehearsal in and of itself, what kinds of
times or activities then do you feel most like you're building community?
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Brayden:
Watching two other choristers play slapjack.
Researcher:
Okay. When does that happen? Okay, cool. I have not seen that. I'm going to have to
check that out. If that happens again.
Hailey:
That time before rehearsal starts when everybody's like walking around and talking to
each other, you just have that sense of community with people, with new people meeting
others.
Researcher:
Okay. So before rehearsal
Andrea:
I think it could be a mix of before rehearsal and after rehearsal. Cause that's usually the
talking time, like people are arriving, so they're seeing each other and then people are
leaving and saying goodbye to each other.
Researcher:
So I'm hearing a lot of like, in your downtime, before rehearsal, after rehearsal, when you
kind of get a chance just to talk to people. So that's really interesting. Cool. Thanks for
sharing that. I'm curious about if there are any times...like if we're just singing or
rehearsing, are there any moments where you feel like, oh, this is a really good moment?
I feel like we're building community or are there any moments where you feel like, oh,
this is making me feel uncomfortable or whatever. So either side of those, but just like,
wow, we're rehearsing the music.
Peyton:
I think it's helpful when she notices like one certain voice part isn't coming out or, um,
and needs like help on one part. So she focuses on that part and then she brings all the
voices together and sees how it works.
Researcher:
Okay. Cool. Thank you
Nora:
For me. It's always singing Siyahamba. They're just awesome moments, streamers and
everything.
Researcher:
So Siyahamba. What is it about Siyahamba? Care to elaborate?
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Nora:
It’s a time when you can be…you know, you know your part, you know when to do
things--I mean, we do it almost every night, but it's just one of those times after we've
worked hard. You kind of get to let loose.
Brayden:
Having people around you to help make sure you're on the right part or in the right key or
whatever. That's helpful. And also if you're not around someone, you're testing your own
knowledge of the piece and how well you know it.
Researcher:
I'm going to ask you to use the chat for this one and I'll ask you not to press enter until I
say so, so that it all comes at once. So you can all just think about it and write your
answers and then we'll press it at the same time. What does it feel like to be a member of
this choir? So go ahead and use your chat. You can use it, however many words you
want. What does it feel like to be a member of this choir?
Researcher:
(reading responses) Cool…Proud…It always feels, it feels pretty good to know that there
is always a community there to help when needed...Feels like you're part of a
family...Feels like a very special privilege.
Awesome! Next question is we all know that there are kind of expectations and
guidelines for being in the choir...rules kind of, I guess you would say. So if you think
about those rules, how do do those rules make you feel more of a sense of community or
less of a sense of community? Can anyone speak to their thoughts on that?
Brayden:
Like knowing that there are other people that are a bunch of people that are doing what
you're doing and like going through the same experience as you are. Yeah. You can relate
to them well.
Researcher:
Great. That's helpful. Thank you. So for example, there are some rules kind about the
uniforms, the uniforms you're supposed to wear a certain way and, um, make sure that
things are out of place or like this year are the shoes were supposed to be black, like
things like that, that are rules. Or you know, being on time. Those are some, some
examples of things that are expectations. I'm just curious if anyone feels like things like
that help them feel part of the community or if some of those things help you make you
feel uncomfortable...any thoughts?
Andrea:
I think it's kind of like a sense of comfort. Like everybody's going to do, like they're
expected to do that. So they probably most likely will do that. Whatever those
requirements are.
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Nora:
I think the "To be early is to be on time" thing teaches everybody that they shouldn't be
late for anything. And it's really helped me in my life.
Researcher:
Cool. All right. Well, we're wrapping it up. I'll use the chat for this one too. This is kind
of a summary of all the we've talked about... Of all the things that we've talked about
today, what to you is the most important? What should really be emphasized? So you can
go ahead and type and, you know, feel free to click enter whenever, and use as many
words as you like. I'll read it again...Of all the things we've talked about today, what is
the most important to you? What should really be emphasized?
Researcher:
Great. I saw in a lot of these, or maybe all of them, including people and welcoming. And
so I just want to ask a quick question before our last question about if anyone can
elaborate on including people. So have you had an experience where you felt included?
So what do people do...other choristers or the directors..what do people do to make you
feel included or welcomed? And I know we've talked a little bit about this, but if any, if
you can think of more specific examples,
Peyton:
They always say, um, feel free to ask as many questions.
Researcher:
The directors say that? Yeah. Okay.
Nora:
Um, everyone comes up to you with a smile on their face, just trying to be kind.
Andrea:
When I came in to SVCC, I was paired with somebody, so that they would like show me
around or if I would have any questions, I could ask them that. Um, but then it's another
thing with the pods...you have a smaller group of people that you can relate with.
Researcher:
Any other ways people experience inclusion? I want to explicitly ask the question, cause
I really want to hear all feedback, if there's any ways, any things that you've experienced
that have made you feel not included or not feel a sense of community, anything at all,
don't hesitate to share that. Here's your time. Okay. That's fine. If you don't, if you don't
have anything, that's fine too. So the last question, just to throw it open in case anyone
has something to say...Is there anything else that anyone feels we should have talked
about, but didn't along the lines of this topic, any last minute thoughts or something you
think is important?
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Researcher:
Okay. Well that's just fine. Thank you so much. That's all the questions I have for you.
Thanks so much for being willing to come virtually and take some time out of your,
probably summer for most of you. Um, and just share your thoughts with me. I so, so
appreciate it and hope you all have a great summer!
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